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Abstract 
Literacy Instructor: An Unexpected Journey of Change for Many Secondary Teachers 
James Huber 
W. Edward Bureau, Supervisor  
Secondary literacy has been an area of focus for many educators, parents, employers, and 
policy makers for several decades. Despite this focus, and a growing body of research 
that espouses the importance of developing literacy skills at the secondary level, low 
literacy ability remain a serious problem for many schools and districts throughout the 
United States. The purpose of this interpretive phenomenological research was to explore 
the lived experiences and perceptions of secondary teachers who are translating literacy 
professional development into their professional practice. This phenomenological study 
was guided by the following research questions: “How do secondary instructors who 
have had literacy training describe the nexus between the training and their day-to-day 
classroom instructional practice?” “How do secondary instructors describe the impact, if 
any, literacy professional development had on their beliefs and/or views of secondary 
literacy instruction?” “How do secondary instructors describe the intersections between 
literacy training and what they believe to be an effective instructor at the secondary 
level?” The goal of this research was to explore the experiences, reflections, and 
observations of the participating teachers to better understand how to effectively deliver 
literacy professional development to secondary educators.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION TO THE RESEARCH 
Introduction to the Problem 
 The successful completion of high school has become an unachievable goal for 
many students in the United States. A major barrier for these students is a lack of grade-
level literacy, a problem that has plagued the U.S. public education system since the 
1970s (Anderson, Pichert, & Shirey, 1979; Barron & Stone, 1974; Bintz, 1993; Brozo, 
1990; Collins, 1991; King, Lemons, & Hill, 2012; Stewart & O’Brien, 1989; 
VanDeWeghe, 2004). Despite all the focus and discussion throughout the years, literacy 
remains a critical problem area for teachers, administrators, parents, and many of the 
students they serve. As noted by Rampey, Dion, and Donahue (2009), more than 60% of 
eighth- and 12-grade students read below proficiency levels. These statistics were echoed 
by Goldman (2012), who noted “high school students’ reading performance shows no 
improvement from 1972, with only 28 percent of high school seniors scoring at or above 
proficient” (p. 90).  The term literacy goes beyond the ability to simply read text. 
According to Gross (2010), 
In recent years, the concept of literacy has come to encompass how students 
comprehend and convey meaning not only through reading and writing, but also 
by speaking, listening, viewing, and using technology.  Across academic areas, 
the processes and practices of learning through literacy intertwine and expand as 
digitally-mediated texts transform traditional approaches and linear thinking. 
(Gross, 2010, p. 133)  
 With so much of the secondary experience dependent on this broader 
interpretation of literacy, those who have fallen behind can experience hopelessness, 
anger, and frustration across all academic areas to the point where dropping out becomes 
the only logical option (Brozo, 2009). Strong literacy skills are necessary for student 
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success in the 21st century. There is a moral urgency for educators to take an active role 
in increasing students’ literacy abilities to at least grade-level proficiency. 
 In the 1990s, high school biology students might have been immersed in a 
conceptual curriculum within the classroom and kinesthetic beyond the classroom. The 
class of students might have walked to a nearby pond or creek to collect water for lab 
experiments, followed by the construction of the three domains and six kingdoms of life. 
In contrast, a modern biology class often begins with students opening their textbooks to 
the central dogma unit and spending the next 3 weeks on lecture/text book exercises. 
Success in the modern classroom depends on a minimum of grade-level literacy for the 
student to effectively work with the materials presented by both the instructor and the text 
(Miller &Veatch, 2010). Strong literacy skills are even more important than ever before, 
given the increasing frequency with which learning experiences take place online, where 
raising a hand to get a question answered is not an option, but students must instead rely 
on their literacy skills to navigate the digital classroom.   
 Of particular concern to many educational experts is the rise of literacy 
requirements across the secondary experience while most secondary schools are failing to 
keep students at grade level in reading and literacy (Zipperer, Worley, Sisson, & Said, 
2002). This concern was echoed by Sturtevant and Linek (2003), who noted that most 
secondary teachers, even when they had received training and support in literacy 
techniques for their content area seldom, if ever, used those techniques in the classroom. 
While strong literacy abilities are considered critical by educators across curricular areas 
at the secondary level, those same educators are reluctant to share the responsibility for 
improving their students’ literacy abilities (Fisher & Frey, 2008).  
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 Secondary teachers consider themselves “subject area experts” above all else 
(Lester, 2000). Even English teachers at the secondary level overwhelmingly view their 
subject through a “literature” lens rather than a “literacy” lens, even though the first is 
dependent on the second, as explained by Cronin (2014):  
 Literacy is the ability to decode text and to produce text to make meaning. 
Literacy is both a science and a skill. It is the mechanics of reading and writing. It 
provides the structures and patterns—the engineering—that enable literature to 
exist. Literacy is the foundation for all word-based communication.   
 Literature, on the other hand, is the art of reading and writing. It is 
cerebral and visceral—explicit and implicit. It thrives on ambiguity and nuance. It 
requires the reader and the writer to have profound insight in the human condition 
and be able to comprehend and/or convey those ideas with skill and imagination. 
Literature—both the production and the interpretation of it—requires the writer 
and the reader to have excellent literacy skills to access and/or produce text. 
(Cronin, 2014, p. 46)  
 Although educators at the secondary level do not argue against the necessity of 
proficient literacy skills, the majority lack a solid foundation for integrating literacy 
instruction into their pedagogy. Primary teachers typically receive literacy preparation in 
their methods classes while secondary instructors spend their credentialing time learning 
how to impart and assess subject matter information. Little, if any, time is allotted to the 
art and science of literacy instruction. As such, secondary teachers are ill equipped to 
help sustain the literacy rates of students coming to them reading at grade level, or to 
have a positive impact on students who arrive in their classrooms reading four to six 
grade levels behind their peers.   
 Adding to the moral urgency of a minimum of grade-level literacy for all students 
is that most U.S. states have adopted the Common Core as the framework to approach 
education in public schools. Common Core standards represent an educational approach 
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to teaching and learning that highlights the importance of literacy throughout the 
educational structure and across all subject areas:   
Effective readers must be able to apply different knowledge, reading, and 
reasoning processes to different types of content, from fiction to history and 
science, to news accounts and user manuals. They must assess sources of 
information for relevance, reliability, impartiality, and completeness. And they 
must connect information across multiple sources. In short, successful readers 
must not only use general reading skills but also pay close attention to discipline-
specific processes. (Goldman, 2012, p. 89)  
Under Common Core, students are expected to be able to read, write, and use text to 
support their arguments and assertions in all grade levels and across all subject areas.  
These skills are critical to success in an increasingly interconnected and digital world.  
Problem Statement 
 Administrators of many districts and schools have invested in professional 
development to promote literacy instruction at the secondary level, yet little research has 
been conducted to understand the nexus between literacy professional development and 
the day-to-day experience and instructional practice of teachers.   
Purpose and Significance of the Problem 
The purpose of this interpretive phenomenological research is to explore the lived 
experiences and perceptions of secondary teachers who are translating professional 
development in literacy into their professional practice. Although the need for continued 
literacy development and instruction in the secondary classroom has been well 
documented, the focus of this research has primarily been on the difference between 
elementary and secondary literacy (Anderson et al., 1979; Cummins, 2003; Feldman, 
1989; Tancock,1994), effective literacy strategies at the secondary level (Biancarosa & 
Snow, 2006; Breivik, 2005; Curtis & Kruidenier 2005; Deshler, Palincsar, Biancarosa, & 
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Nair, 2007; Underwood, 1997), and the changing definition of literacy in the digital age 
(Goldman, 2012; Gross, 2010; Crockett, Jukes & Churches, 2011). Minimal research 
exists on the transfer of literacy training from professional development to the secondary 
classroom, especially from the critical perspectives of the classroom teachers, thereby 
excluding a key component of successful implementation of literacy development at the 
secondary level.  
Researchers have long asserted that the consistent use of literacy strategies is 
needed in secondary content-area classrooms. This study will advance the knowledge 
base regarding literacy by seeking an understanding of educators’ perceptions and actions 
as they work through literacy professional development. Of particular interest is teachers’ 
perceived impact of professional development on their approach and delivery of 
instruction in their content-area classrooms. An analysis of how instructors transfer 
learning from their professional development to their classrooms, their perception of any 
impact coaching has had on them as professional educators and literacy training 
collaborators may provide valuable insights into how secondary teachers experience and 
process professional development. This study also seeks to understand whether secondary 
teachers’ beliefs and attitudes concerning literacy development and instruction remained 
static or evolved over time following their professional development.  
 Lester (2000) asserted that while teachers understand the importance of literacy 
and its relationship to student success, there is a disconnect between literacy and 
teachers’ course content areas or their own instruction. Teachers whose students are 
expected to read more in their particular content area, such as English and social studies, 
place more value on literacy instruction than do teachers in areas where more hands-on 
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learning is traditionally emphasized, such as kinesiology and science. However, a student 
may be literate in English and literature, but illiterate in biology. These differences in 
literacy competencies may result from lack of prior knowledge and the student’s ability 
to process new information (Lester, 2000, p. 12). 
One possible explanation for this apparent disconnect is that content-area teachers 
at the secondary level often read their texts differently and employ different 
comprehension strategies; thus, a “generalist approach” to literacy does not resonate with 
the secondary instructors. Shanahan and Shanahan (2008) argued that gains in primary-
level literacy since the late 1990s abruptly halted for many students when they reached 
eighth grade, an indication that basic literacy strategies used throughout the primary years 
are insufficient for the increasingly complex content at the secondary level. A higher tier 
of literacy strategies is needed to connect students to content. Shanahan and Shanahan 
(2008) referred to these advanced strategies as “Disciplinary literacy: Literacy skills 
specialized to history, science, mathematics, literature, or other subject matter” (p. 44). 
The findings of this study will provide administrators and teachers with research-
based insight into teachers’ perspectives of how they experience and process professional 
development to change their day-to-day instructional practices. This research focused on 
teachers’ experiences, reactions to training, and reflections on their learning, and whether 
these experiences made an impact on teachers’ instructional practice. Common Core 
standards are heavily focused on developing the literacy abilities of students. As such, 
this research may be of interest to educators responsible for professional development.   
Research Questions 
 The research questions that drove the study are as follows: 
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1. How do secondary instructors who have had literacy training describe the 
nexus between the training and their day-to-day classroom instructional 
practices?  
2. How do secondary instructors describe the impact, if any, literacy professional 
development had on their beliefs and/or views of secondary literacy 
instruction?  
3.  How do secondary instructors describe the intersections between literacy 
training and what they believe to be an effective instructor at the secondary 
level?   
Conceptual Framework 
 This research is grounded in four philosophical stances: constructivist, 
ontological, pragmatic, and phenomenological. Traditionally, teaching has largely been a 
singular pursuit. The position of the isolated educator teaching in a vacuum has changed 
radically since 2000. As a social constructivist, this researcher looks to practitioners who 
have had measureable success with improving instructional practice at the secondary 
level. According to Gergen (1994), “the new polarity will take knowledge to be a 
byproduct of communal relationships” (p. 25). Gergen’s assertions about learning shifting 
from an individual experience to a communal one has taken shape as public education 
entered the 21st century. Not only is there more shared responsibility and collaborative 
work among 21st-century teachers, but also many of the strategies used by students and 
advocated by literacy experts approach learning from the same direction. Thus, this study 
focused on teaching methodologies that actively and cooperatively advance both subject 
area knowledge and literacy instruction.   
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 Approaching the research from an ontological perspective allows participants’ 
individual perceptions to be revealed. Although all of the participants of this study shared 
the experience of participating in professional development provided by Pebble Creek 
Labs, they brought their individual beliefs, skills, ideas, and experiences to the 
professional development process and thus had varying reactions and reflections to that 
process. According to Creswell (2013), “ontological issues relate to the nature of reality 
and its characteristics. Qualitative researchers conduct a study with the intent of reporting 
these multiple realities” (Creswell, 2013, p. 84).  
As a middle school principal and educator who is concerned with both the 
academic success of students as well as building the capacity of faculty, this researcher 
entered this exploratory study from a pragmatic standpoint. According to Creswell 
(2013), pragmatism “focuses on the outcomes of the research—the actions, situations, 
and consequences of inquiry—rather than antecedent conditions. There is a concern with 
applications—“what works”—and solutions to problems” (Creswell, 2013, p. 10). A 
primary motivation for conducting this research is to add to the body of knowledge to 
address the problem of gaps in secondary literacy.  
 With ontological, constructivist, and pragmatic stances as primary underpinnings, 
the researcher was led to an interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) of the 
participants’ individual realities as well as their shared experiences. According to Smith, 
Flowers, and Larkin (2009), “IPA is a qualitative research approach committed to the 
examination of how people make sense of their major life experiences. IPA is 
phenomenological in that it is concerned with exploring experience in its own terms” 
(Smith et al., 2009, p. 1). The individual and shared experiences of teachers who have 
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successfully translated literacy instruction into their subject area pedagogy can benefit 
educators endeavoring to do the same thing in their classrooms.  
 Many district leaders and educational professionals are interested in methods of 
improving student success at the secondary level. Findings of this study may help 
teachers in every classroom and content area realize the need to share responsibility for 
literacy. In doing so, the experiences of teachers and learners throughout all 7 years of 
secondary education might be improved.  
Critical to any research is the ability of the researcher to bracket any potential 
preconceived ideas or bias. Husserl (1931/1972) advocated an approach to bracketing 
through a series of reductions. Smith et al. (2009) cited Husserl and asserted,  
We need to bracket, or put to one side, the taken-for-granted world. . . . This idea 
of bracketing has mathematical roots. It relates to the idea of separating out, or 
treating separately, the contents of the brackets with equations. (Smith et al., 
2009, p. 13)  
As an educator whose entire career has been spent working in the urban secondary school 
setting, this researcher has watched and interacted with countless students entering the 
final 4 years of compulsory education lagging far behind the academic ability of their 
peers. These students are often youth of color, or whose first language is not English, or 
are from the lowest rungs of the socioeconomic ladder; for these students and their 
families, survival and not academics may be the first order of business. Whatever the 
challenges of their home life, they enter their ninth-grade year 4 to 7 years behind their 
peers in terms of their literacy rates. Their low literacy rates may be the critical barrier to 
their success at the secondary level. The goal of this study is to capture the experiences of 
teachers who are actively trying to change that dynamic. By providing insight into how 
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some teachers worked through dramatic and systemic instructional change and processed 
that experience, other teachers, and ultimately students, may benefit.  
To bracket preconceived ideas or biases, the researcher engaged in reflexive 
analysis throughout the research process. According to Finlay and Gough (2003), “For 
qualitative researchers, reflexivity facilitates a critical attitude towards locating the 
impact of research(er) context and subjectivity on project design, data collection, data 
analysis, and presentation of findings” (p. 22). This researcher engaged in a cyclical 
process of self-reflection as well as ongoing discussions with the supervising professor 
and dissertation committee team members to prevent preconceived ideas or bias from 
having an impact on data collected from the participants or interpretations of those data.   
Conceptual Framework of Three Research Streams 
 Three research streams were applied to this study: metacognition, building subject 
matter literacy, and instructors’ receptivity to pedagogical change (see Figure 1). These 
three streams of research are interdependent; compared to the three streams together, no 
individual stream has the same effect on the problem of secondary literacy and the 
changes required in the secondary classroom to make the necessary gains. Just as a three-
legged stool topples over if one of the legs is cut away, disjointed or inconsistent 
approaches to the challenges faced by struggling adolescent readers do not yield 
satisfactory results. The problem of secondary literacy is complex; it cannot be solved by 
the simplistic reading techniques used in the primary years by grade-level instructors. At 
the secondary level, a more systematic approach is required to assist students facing 
increasing requirements and more difficult subject matter text (Zipperer et al., 2002). The 
three streams of research are (a) using metacognition to promote literacy and learning, (b) 
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building subject matter literacy, and (c) the instructors’ beliefs and reception to 
pedagogical change.   
 
 
 
Figure 1. Conceptual framework of the three research streams used in this study. 
 
 
Strategies to Promote Metacognition and Literacy 
 What many good readers do, some without realizing it, is have an intellectual 
conversation with the text they are reading. They engage with the materials in ways 
struggling readers could never conceive. Active literacy strategies build those skills so 
that students begin thinking about their own thinking, allowing them to take ownership, 
as well as responsibility, of their own learning. This action represents metacognitive 
behavior, or metacognition. Joseph (2010) wrote, “metacognitive awareness is the ability 
to reflect on their own thinking and develop and use practical problem-solving skills to 
resolve learning difficulties” (p. 99). As students are taught and consistently use literacy 
strategies, those strategies become tools the students can employ on their own when 
working with printed material. Building metacognition also helps content-area teachers 
deliver subject-specific material in a way that has a positive impact on student learning 
(Wilson, Grisham, & Smetana, 2009).  
 Increasing students’ ability with academic vocabulary is fundamental to building 
metacognition (Sternburg, 1998). Increasing vocabulary has always been part of literacy 
instruction, beginning in the primary grades, but vocabulary building at the secondary 
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level takes on a new dimension. At the secondary level, building vocabulary goes beyond 
the rote memorization process favored in the primary years. In secondary classrooms 
students’ vocabularies are increased by teachers “pushing students to become active 
learners of words by providing them with opportunities and the motivation to talk about, 
compare, analyze and use target words and by providing these opportunities on multiple 
occasions” (Deshler et al., 2007, p. 41). This impetus has translated to classrooms in 
which students are not only encouraged, but also are required to use the academic 
language of the subject area when conversing with the instructor or each other. Although 
the approach may appear simplistic, it is a revelation to many teachers who did not 
require students to use academic language or allowed them to use slang in place of the 
correct subject area vocabulary.  
Building Subject Matter Literacy 
 An obstacle to literacy instruction in content areas is teachers’ resistance to do 
anything they believe will take time away from their subject matter instruction 
(Sturtevant & Linek, 2003). Solutions are available for these teachers. Literally hundreds 
of instructional strategies are available that not only strengthen literacy, but also do so 
while reinforcing content-area material. Pre-, guided, and postreading activities are 
strategies that use content-area materials while reinforcing strong literacy learning in 
students. These literacy activities engage struggling students with subject-specific 
materials through multiple touches, as well as allow them to interact with the content in a 
variety of ways (Buckingham, 2012).  
 Prereading strategies enable students to engage prior knowledge and plan how 
they will use the materials they will be covering (Locke & Cleary, 2011). When 
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prereading, students survey the materials, note vocabulary words that will be challenging, 
create questions, and make predictions from a preliminary surface-level interaction with 
the material. Instructional strategies such as a word splash, adjunct display, anticipation 
guides, and direct reading-thinking activities are all prereading strategies that help 
prepare students for reading while covering subject area materials (Rutherford, 2002).   
 Guided reading strategies encourage multiple touches with the text through a 
variety of activities that are engaging and diverting to the student (Buckingham, 2012). 
These activities can include small group work, working with graphic organizers, 
conducting fish bowl activities, and generative reading (Rutherford, 2002). Regardless of 
the activity, guided reading strategies most often involve students reading, writing, and 
discussing the material in their small group before a whole class share-out.   
 Postreading strategies are study activities that help students prepare for the 
summative assessment at the end of a lesson or instructional unit. This preparation 
involves reviewing and reflecting on the information students have created in their mind 
from the materials covered (Xu, Carifio, & Dagostino, 2012). An important aspect of post 
reading is that students are often studying from materials they created themselves during 
the pre- and guided stages of reading. Activities used as part of the strategies leading up 
to postreading are suitable to assist students in reviewing and synthesizing the materials 
covered over the instructional unit (Buckingham, 2012).  
Instructors’ Beliefs and Receptivity to Pedagogical Change 
Instructors’ attitudes and beliefs about the use of metacognition/literacy strategies 
in the classroom have a direct impact on how effective the strategies are, not only in 
relation to literacy gains, but also in subject area mastery (Hattie, 2009). Success in 
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individual or organizational transition is dependent on how well the individual or 
members of the organization adapt and process the needed change (D. Bridges, 2009). 
Teachers are often emotionally invested in the mental models and lived experiences they 
bring to their classrooms and resist change in how they approach teaching. Letting go of 
old constructs and working through the confusion of new experiences is critical to 
advancing into different areas of understanding and practice (W. Bridges, 2004). 
Facilitating experiences that help instructors see beyond the narrow confines of their 
classroom environment and connect to the world at large allows for a different 
perspective. As Senge, Schwarmer, Jaworski, and Flowers (2004) noted, “When all is 
said and done, the only change that will make a difference is the transformation of the 
human heart” (p. 25).  
It is evident that teachers’ understanding of how students learn has a direct impact 
on the success of student outcomes and instructors’ willingness to change their 
instructional approach (Lawson, Askell-Williams, & Murray-Harvey, 2009; Organization 
for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2005). Teachers play an important role in 
the success of their students, so increasing instructors’ understanding of the benefits of 
these strategies to their content area is vital to a consistent and sustained literacy-based 
pedagogy (Goldman, 2012; Greenleaf, Schoenbach, Cziko, & Mueller, 2001). Finally, 
moving from a teacher-centered instructional focus to a student-centered instructional 
approach is fundamental to making a positive impact on secondary literacy development 
(Chambers Cantrell, Burns, & Callaway, 2009; Joyce, Weil & Calhoun, 2004; Lawson, 
Askell-Williams & Murray-Harvey, 2009; Sansosti, Noltemeyer, & Goss, 2010).   
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Definition of Terms 
 Terms used throughout this study are defined as follows: 
 Academic vocabulary. “A variety or a register of English used in professional 
books and characterized by specific linguistic features associated with academic 
disciplines” (Scarcella, 2003, p. 19). 
 Achievement gap. Statistical data documenting the difference in academic 
performance between Caucasian and/or Asian student compared to African American, 
Hispanic, and other minority students (Noguera & Wing, 2006).  
 Directed reading and thinking activity. An instructional strategy that involves 
interaction between the instructor and the student(s) while working with a particular piece 
of text. The strategy involves justification of predictions, open-ended questioning by the 
teacher or students, social context, and the verification of predictions upon completion of 
reading (Stahl, 2003).   
 Disciplinary literacy. Advanced literacy instruction found in content-specific 
pedagogy that builds students’ abilities in the distinctive language, knowledge, and 
proficiencies of the content area, enabling students to consistently and critically interact 
with the subject area texts (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008).   
 Exit passes. Information generated by students and given to the instructor as they 
leave the classroom related to the instruction of the day. The information can be in the 
form of a question, an answer, a reflection, or anything asked for by the instructor to 
gauge students’ understanding of materials covered during instruction (Wiliam, 2011).  
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 Fish bowl. An instructional strategy that encourages discussions as a vehicle for 
students to discover new meaning, understanding, and/or knowledge through analytical 
conversation with each other rather than the teacher (Rutherford, 2002).  
 Graphic organizers. Visual representations of information, data, and ideas that 
allow students to visualize connections between concepts and organize larger amounts of 
information from a text or discussion (Northey, 2005).  
 Guided reading. The process of monitoring the learning process while reading a 
specific text or materials (Buckingham, 2012).  
 KWL. A graphic organizer that connects students to text and ideas through 
information recorded within three different columns. In the first column, K, students 
record what they already know about a given subject. In the middle column, W, students 
record what they would like to know about the given subject. In the final column, L, 
students record what they learned by the end of the instructional lesson or unit (Northey, 
2005).  
 Literacy. How students comprehend and convey meaning, not only through 
reading and writing, but also by speaking, listening, viewing, and using technology 
(Gross, 2010).  
 Metacognition. Students’ awareness about their own thinking and their use of this 
self-awareness to regulate their thinking (Moss & Brookhart, 2009).  
 Prereading. Activities that prepare the brain for receiving information, often 
tapping into prior knowledge about a subject about to be covered (Northey, 2005).  
 Postreading. Instructional strategies that ask the learner to evaluate the new 
learning or to apply their learning in order to create new schema (Buckingham, 2012).  
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 Vaccination model. The belief that literacy skills are fully developed in primary 
grades and thus literacy instruction in secondary grades would not be necessary 
(Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008).  
Assumptions and Limitations 
Assumptions 
 The first assumption was that teachers have information, reflections, strong 
feelings, and observations they are willing to share regarding their experiences of literacy 
professional development. The second assumption was that careful collection and 
analysis of the thoughts, experiences, observations, and reflections of teachers who 
completed literacy training with Pebble Creek Labs will be relevant to other educational 
practitioners/researchers grappling with the very real problems created by low literacy 
rates in secondary students. The third assumption was that this study will yield findings 
of value for professional development facilitators and classroom teachers working toward 
improving their literacy-based instructional repertoire.   
Limitations 
 This study was limited to instructors who work at two comprehensive high 
schools serving diverse and economically disadvantaged student populations in the 
greater Sacramento area. Findings from this study may not be transferred or generalized 
to other locations or schools with different student populations. A final limitation was the 
small sample size, making it difficult to generalize these data to other secondary teachers. 
Identifying and engaging the participation of secondary instructors who have had specific 
and in-depth professional development on literacy instruction at the secondary level 
translates to a relatively small sample size was a limitation in itself.   
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Summary 
 Struggles with literacy continue to be an obstacle for students successfully 
completing high school. Although many factors can contribute to a young person 
dropping out of school, the data strongly suggest that low literacy rates are an academic 
hurdle that prevent students from being successful in content-area classes. Content-area 
illiteracy puts many students at a disadvantage, not only in terms of their ability to access 
and interact with the instructional materials common throughout the classroom, but also 
increasing their scholastic challenges as school districts across the nation adopt the 
Common Core standards. The Common Core standards place an even heavier emphasis 
on literacy across all subject areas as an approach to instruction.  
Because large numbers of secondary students’ literacy rates continue to lag 
behind grade-level proficiency, educators across the nation are being asked to approach 
instructional design and delivery in a different way. The goal behind approaching 
instructional design and delivery differently is to make literacy gains a key component of 
all subject area classrooms. Formal literacy training is often absent from secondary 
teacher preparation programs, or is covered only briefly when covered at all. The 
transition to literacy coach is a challenging one for many secondary educators. This 
research represents an attempt to capture the experience of teachers who have already 
worked through and implemented instructional strategies focused on improving 
secondary literacy. Findings of this study may provide educators and school 
administrators responsible for professional development of teachers with solid data on 
which to base decisions regarding instructional delivery that promotes improved student 
literacy rates as well as specific content-area literacy.   
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
Introduction 
 The topic of literacy in the United States has captured attention for generations. 
When Flesch published his seminal book, Why Johnny Can’t Read and What You Can Do 
About It, in 1955, he created a firestorm of debate around literacy instruction. His coined 
phrase has kept the literacy needs of U.S. primary students in the minds of everyone, 
from parents to politicians, for 60 years. Flesch might have brought national focus to the 
debate of how to best teach reading at the elementary level, but the national collective has 
been slower to focus its attention on the problems associated with low literacy ability at 
the secondary level. Low literacy at the secondary level has created a new kind of 
educational crisis that has a broad impact throughout the academic lives of those 
adolescents who lack in literacy ability. In 1989, the American Library Association 
defined literate students as having “the ability to locate, evaluate, and use effectively the 
needed information” (p. 2). 
The skills associated with literacy would serve any high school student well in his 
or her subject area classes, but they are a tall order for students who struggle with basic 
literacy and whose comprehension and fluency levels are several years behind grade 
level. There is a growing body of research related to instructional strategies that both 
allow teachers to cover subject area materials and simultaneously support and enhance 
secondary students’ literacy rates (Buckingham, 2012; Burke, 2008; Fisher & Frey, 2008; 
Goldman, 2012). There is also substantial research asserting that most professional 
development concerned with secondary literacy never translates to sustained changes in 
day-to-day instructional delivery in subject area secondary classrooms. What is lacking in 
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the research are the best practices required to help secondary teachers successfully and 
consistently transfer literacy professional development to their classrooms. If these best 
practices could be identified, more secondary school teachers could become masters of 
their craft by covering their required subject area materials through a rich instructional 
repertoire of appropriate literacy strategies.     
The purpose of this interpretive phenomenological research was to explore the 
lived experiences and perceptions of secondary teachers who are translating professional 
development in literacy into their professional practice. The teachers who participated in 
this study have been reported by their principals as instructors who successfully 
completed at least 1 year of literacy professional development and are working to 
incorporate that learning into their day-to-day practice. Through analysis of the lived 
experiences of these teachers, this study endeavored to understand the impact, if any, 
literacy professional development had on their approach to classroom instruction. By 
exploring the reflections, observations, and shared experiences of the participant teachers, 
valuable data were collected that could be of interest to other secondary teachers, 
administrators, or researchers interested in improving literacy professional development 
at the secondary level.   
Conceptual Framework 
 This study explored three streams of scholarly research to identify and understand 
practical applications related to secondary literacy that are transferable to teachers’ real-
world actions. These three streams of inquiry provide a framework and thus a deeper 
understanding of what current research suggests as critical areas for improving general 
literacy rates at the secondary level as well as increasing specific content-area literacy 
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skills. The three streams integral to this research study are (a) metacognition to promote 
literacy and learning (Feldman, 1989; Flavell, 1976; Nett, Goetz, Hall, & Frenzel, 2012; 
Zimmerman & Martinez-Pons, 1990), (b) strategies that build subject matter literacy 
(Fisher & Frey, 2008; Greenleaf et al., 2001; Jacobs, 2008; Lester, 2000; Shanahan & 
Shanahan, 2008), and (c) instructors’ beliefs and reception to pedagogical change 
(Chambers Cantrell et al., 2009; Darling-Hammond, 2000; Joyce, Weil, & Calhoun, 
2004; Mallette et al, 2005; Miller & Veatch, 2010; see Figure 2).  
 
 
 
Figure 2. Conceptual framework of three research streams. 
 
 
 
A review of the literature revealed the interdependence of these three streams. 
There is mounting evidence to support the role of metacognition in learning at deep levels 
and building the literacy rates of secondary learners. Despite this evidence, most content-
area instructors have little understanding of metacognition or its beneficial role in student 
learning. Adding to this disconnect between theory and classroom is research into 
effective metacognitive strategies and how content-area teachers should select 
appropriate strategies and execute them in the classroom. There is also a lack of practical 
approaches for teachers to assess formative data provided by metacognitive strategies. If 
such practical approaches were known, teachers could use them to adjust their classroom 
instruction before summative assessments are administered.  
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 Secondary instructors are often resistant to introducing instructional strategies into 
their classrooms if they believe doing so would require them to sacrifice time spent on 
subject area content. Content-area teachers place priority on instructional strategies that 
allow them to cover the required content. While the Common Core standards represent an 
attempt to weave literacy throughout the entire approach to teaching and learning, 
educators on the front lines realize that schools and districts will continue to be evaluated 
by the scores their students produce on standardized tests. Thus, the need for strategies 
that create content-area literacy and proficiency is urgent for subject area instructors.  
 The final stream has a profound impact on the first two in that the experiences, 
attitudes, and beliefs of the teachers themselves are paramount to successful 
implementation of instructional strategies that promote metacognition, literacy, and 
content-area knowledge. Understanding how teachers experience and process change, as 
well as their beliefs concerning their role in student learning, is necessary for anyone 
concerned with the professional development and capacity building of faculty. The 
intersection of these three streams provided a solid foundation for this research toward 
the practical transformation of content-area teachers into both subject area experts as well 
as literacy coaches in their respective classrooms.   
Metacognition as a Means to Promote Literacy and Learning 
 One skill critical for success at the secondary level and that also has a powerful 
impact on literacy ability is metacognition. The term is attributed to Flavell, a Stanford 
developmental psychologist whose passion was Piaget’s developmental work. Expanding 
on Piaget’s idea of intentionality, Flavell (1976) asserted,  
Metacogntion refers to one’s knowledge concerning one’s own cognitive 
processes and products or anything related to them, e.g., the learning-relevant 
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properties of information and data. . . . Metacognition refers, among other things, 
to the active monitoring and consequent regulation and orchestration of these 
processes in relation to the cognitive objects or data on which they bear, usually 
in the service of some concrete goal or objective. (Flavell, 1976, p. 232) 
Since its inception, the theory of metacognition and its implications for teaching and 
learning at all levels have become staples of educational theory (Allen & Hancock, 2008; 
Bonds, Bonds, & Peach, 1992; Gallagher, 1994; Groller, Kender, & Honeyman, 1991; 
Hartman, 1998; Joseph, 2010; Weinert, 1987).  
 In 1989, Feldman, a medical doctor interested in the development of children, 
translated the work of Flavell and others into “four distinct but interrelated components: 
basic skills, strategies, knowledge, and awareness of the thinking process” (p. 356). Basic 
skills were categorized by the individual’s ability to understand data, select and 
remember pertinent facts and communicate them to others, and respond appropriately to 
specific input. Basic skills were the foundation for high-level thinking. Feldman’s next 
component, strategies, are specific tools used by individuals to improve in the area of 
basic skills. Strategies range from shopping lists to study habits when learning from the 
chapter of a history book to grouping numbers into units, such as telephone numbers, to 
remember them more easily.  
Knowledge is the component that brings together all of the other components. 
Knowledge encompasses all the data that have been learned and the strategies employed 
by the individual. Knowledge also incorporates all the lived experiences of the individual 
as well, creating individual concepts that “become integrated into higher order concepts, 
such as flowers into plants” (Feldman, 1989, p. 357). The final component, metacognitive 
awareness, is a conceptualization of “one’s own thinking skills. . . .  It is this awareness 
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of cognitive limitation that leads people to prepare lists, read chapter headings, and vary 
study time, i.e., to use performance enhancing strategies” (Feldman, 1989, p. 357).  
 Feldman’s (1989) primary interest was the interdependence of the four 
components and how growth, or lack thereof, in any one area had an impact on growth in 
the others. Much of Feldman’s focus was on learners with disabilities, but there were 
clear implications for educators of all students in terms of the importance of developing 
metacognitive skills. As Feldman (1989) remarked, “Metacognitive awareness, the ability 
to think about thinking, is reflected in the ability to predict one’s performance, to discuss 
the cause of failure, and to regulate the process of thinking” (p. 360).  
At the other end of the student spectrum, Feldman’s (1989) findings were 
supported by Zimmerman and Martinez-Pons (1990), who were interested in the 
differences of self-regulated learning between students from an academically gifted 
school and students from regular public schools. They sought to understand if there were 
any variations in self-efficacy and strategy usage between the gifted students and the 
students from regular education. Participants included 45 girls and 45 boys from the fifth, 
eighth, and 11th grades from the academically gifted group and the same number for each 
grade level from the public schools.   
Structured interviews were conducted to assess the students’ use of 14 approaches 
to self-regulated learning strategies (e.g., self-evaluation, organizing, goal setting) and 
involved eight different learning contexts (e.g., classroom settings, writing assignments, 
preparing for a test). The gifted students all had higher rates of using strategies for self-
regulation in all grade levels and across all genders than their peers in regular education. 
Self-efficacy was also higher for gifted students and the data connected the high self-
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efficacy rates related directly to consistent strategy use by the students (Zimmerman & 
Martinez-Pons, 1990). In summarizing their conclusions, Zimmerman and Martinez-Pons 
(1990) wrote, 
The fact that gifted students made greater use of learning strategies designed to 
regulate personal processes, behavior functioning, and environmental events is 
noteworthy. The achievement of these students in school indicates that a triadic 
model of self-regulation may have merit for training students to become more 
effective learners. (Zimmerman & Martinez-Pons, 1990, p. 58)  
 To test the impact of metacognitive strategies on student success with content-
area materials, Groller et al. (1991) devised a study using the advance organizer, an 
instructional strategy that, over the course of 20 years, had as many supporters as 
detractors in terms of its effectiveness as a learning strategy. Given the disparity of 
conclusions reached by previous researchers as to its effectiveness, Groller et al. sought 
to determine if the addition of metacognitive strategies made the advance organizer more 
effective for helping high school students learn content-area material. Three groups of 15 
students were created from three schools. Group 1 received metacognitive strategies in 
conjunction with the advance organizer and the passage to be studied, Group 2 received 
the advance organizer and the passage to be studied, and Group 3, the control group, only 
received the passage to be studied. Passages from philosophy texts were used because the 
materials were not part of the standard school curriculum and it was unlikely the high 
school students had been exposed to the content prior to the study.  
 The students in Group 1 were taught to focus on their thinking while engaged 
with the text, reflect on their comprehension, and strategize a plan of action while they 
were reading. They were also asked to appraise their level of comprehension when they 
had completed the reading (Groller et al., 1991, p. 471). The research resulted in  
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a significant difference among  the three samples . . . significant differences 
between Group 1 and Group 2 and between Group 1 and Group 3 (control) for the 
three immediate recall tests . . . there were no significant difference between 
Group 2 and Group 3. (Groller et al., 1991, p. 473)   
 Groller et al. (1991) noted gains not only in immediate recall exams, but also that 
the gains were apparent between the groups over time. In concluding, the researchers 
wrote, 
In sum, the results of the analyses indicated both that using metacognitive 
strategies did lead to significantly higher reading scores than the use of advance 
organizers alone or merely reading an introductory passage, and that the benefits 
increased as the students practiced using the strategies. (Groller et al., 1991, p. 
473)   
Although Groller et al. (1991) concluded that teaching metacognitive strategies had an 
impact on student reading scores, the students selected for this particular research were 
all above the 80th percentile in reading ability, similar to the participants in Zimmerman 
and Martinez-Pons’s (1990) study. Thus, Groller et al. did not specifically investigate the 
impact of metacognitive strategies on struggling readers. Nonetheless, both Groller et 
al.’s study and Zimmerman and Martinez-Pons’s studies were significant in terms of 
establishing the impact of metacognition on student learning.  
 While the concepts of self-reflection and self-regulation during reading and/or 
learning seems obvious to many, Wiley, Griffin, and Thiede (2005) asserted that most 
“readers lack an ability to track their own comprehension, especially on expository texts” 
(p. 409). Individuals with strong metacognitive skills enter into a dialog with the text. 
They ask questions of themselves and the text as they read, they connect the material 
presented to previous information or experiences they have had, and they make 
assumptions and predictions as to where the printed material may be taking them. Their 
interactions with the text take on the same quality as a conversation with a valued friend 
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or potential teacher. It is a relationship that inspires questioning, critical thinking, and 
predicting, and it can even be transformational in its impact on the reader, yet this skill is 
an elusive one for many secondary students.  
Research conducted since the 1990s has established the importance and relevance 
of metacognitive instruction (Allen & Hancock, 2008). The inability of many students to 
effectively monitor their own learning may not be that surprising, considering the 
theories on metacognition have not translated consistently to the classroom environment 
or become an integral component in how instructors approach teaching and learning 
(Allen & Hancock, 2008). Even instructors familiar with the concept rarely put that 
knowledge into practical application in a way that has an impact on students. As noted by 
Ritchart, Church, and Morrison (2011),  
In most school settings, educators have focused more on the completion of work 
and assignments than on true development of understanding. . . . Classrooms are 
too often places of “tell and practice.” The teacher tells the students what is 
important to know or do and then has them practice that skill or knowledge. In 
such classrooms, little thinking is happening. (Ritchart et al., 2011, p. 8)  
Indeed, much of the literature on the instruction taking place in secondary classrooms 
runs counter to the findings in relation to metacognitive strategies and their importance in 
successful student learning.  
Weir (1998) reached this same conclusion when she revisited her understanding 
of student literacy upon her return to education after a 12-year hiatus to raise her family. 
Upon her re-entry into middle school as a reading specialist, she became fascinated with 
the emergence of metacognition and the reading process, and all the preconceived notions 
she had on literacy early in her career. She remarked,  
It was the internal dialogue of metacognition . . . my students were missing. 
Reading . . . was a passive experience of running eyes over print, then hoping that 
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they’d “got it,” only to find when faced with comprehensions questions that they 
had not. (Weir, 1998, p. 458)  
Upon realizing the students’ failure to comprehend, Weir (1998) changed her 
focus from a curriculum “heavy on skills or facts and light on understanding” to a 
framework that stressed deep understanding and “carefully sequenced . . . guided learning 
experiences” (p. 459). As part of the process, she engaged students in a variety of 
activities that required active and varied interaction between the text and the students. 
The result of her efforts was apparent: Weir’s students began to take control of their own 
learning, and she understood it was the interactions between themselves and the text that 
created meaning and allowed for comprehension of the materials that went beyond 
surface-level knowledge. Not only was there anecdotal evidence through her interaction 
and discussion with students, but also test data validated her efforts when the majority of 
her students made gains of 2 or more years in reading comprehension.  
 Hall, Myers, and Bowman (1999) conducted research in six classrooms by 
interviewing 12 teachers and 60 students, observing classrooms, and reviewing 
school/classroom documents to determine the relationship between pedagogy (tasks, 
texts, and contents) and metacognition, and the impact, if any, on student literacy levels. 
The researchers noted that students attributed student effort and practice to being a 
successful reader, a belief the researchers found simplistic because student effort was also 
blamed for reading failure, regardless of how much effort was made. Hall et al. asserted 
that teachers’ focus on effort and time practicing was having a negative impact on 
students’ ability to improve their reading and that a change of emphasis from 
performance-based goals to learning goals was critical in building the learning capacity in 
students.  
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At approximately the same time as Hall et al. (1999) made their discovery, 
Sternberg (1998) had reached similar conclusions through a review of the existing 
literature. Sternberg noted the existence of three types of teachers: (a) those who focus on 
students’ metacognitive abilities, (b) those who never take metacognition into 
consideration, and (c) those who have a mixed and inconsistent approach. Sternberg 
examined the diversity of metacognition in terms of individual understanding of thinking 
as well as control of that thinking by the students. He asserted that this diversity and 
complexity involving cognitive processes such as planning, monitoring, and evaluation 
were a challenge for teachers because those same instructors might be strong in one or 
more areas but weak in others (Sternberg, 1998, p. 128). Sternberg echoed that same 
nagging question about making the leap from theoretical understanding of metacognition 
to meaningful classroom practice.  
 Sternberg’s (1998) question of application to the classroom was put into practical 
use by Allen and Hancock (2008), who conducted a 16-week study of the impact of 
systematic metacognitive inquiry in 10 classrooms involving 196 students. Allen and 
Hancock’s (2008) study used “three experimental levels: cognitive assessment only 
(control group), cognitive assessment + profile awareness (profile awareness group), and 
cognitive assessment + profile awareness + metacognitive systematic inquiry 
(metacognitive systematic inquiry group)” (p. 124). They hypothesized from previous 
research strands that explicit instruction of comprehension strategies would result in 
higher comprehension rates of students.  
 Allen and Hancock (2008) confirmed that students exposed to metacognitive 
activity made greater reading achievement gains in standardized state testing than did 
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students who did not receive this exposure. The profile awareness group made higher 
gains than did the control group, while the metacognitive systematic inquiry group 
showed the biggest improvement overall, significantly surpassing the results of the 
control group. These results were consistent with previous research. Allen and Hancock 
recommended additional studies be conducted on metacognitive learning strategies to be 
implemented in the classroom to make an impact on student fluency and comprehension 
rates.   
 Nett et al. (2012) identified three metacognitive strategies agreed upon by most 
researchers in terms of being “the most critical for regulating the learning process, 
namely, planning, monitoring, and evaluation” (p. 2). They evaluated students’ use of 
these three metacognitive strategies using handheld devices that prompted students 
throughout the day with questionnaires that had to be answered on the spot about the 
learning that was taking place at that particular time. Using a longitudinal sample, Nett et 
al. sought to add to the body of knowledge on situational-specific strategies used by 
students. The researchers took great care regarding a number of different methods that 
were later used by other researchers to measure metacognitive strategies. For instance, 
surveys are widely used to record self-evaluation, but they have a poor track record for 
predicting student outcomes. Nett et al. (2012) concluded that further research on the 
impact of metacognitive strategies was needed to more fully develop strategies that have 
an impact on student outcomes (p. 12). 
 The findings of Nett et al.’s (2012) study contrasted sharply to those of Joseph 
(2010), who examined the disconnect between most students and the skills required to 
effectively self-evaluate the learning taking place. Joseph’s (2010) study focused on the 
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majority of students who “lack the practical intelligence and accompanying confidence 
that comes from well-developed thinking and learning skills, and their unfocused 
attempts cause confusion and frustration” (p. 99). Her research noted that the self-
reflective process was a skill that became more critical to academic success as students 
moved from elementary school into the secondary setting. According to Joseph, although 
the need to improve metacognitive skills was overwhelmingly supported by research, 
content-area teachers steadfastly resisted taking responsibility for yet another 
instructional area. Joseph (2010) remarked, “Another reason for neglecting metacognition 
is that instructional time is at a premium, with teachers responding to the pressures of 
state assessment testing and to the demands of local curriculum guidelines; therefore, the 
emphasis on learning strategies is limited” (p. 100).  
 In similar fashion, Wilson et al. (2009) conducted a year-long professional 
development study in which metacognitive activities were tested to improve subject area 
literacy. They concluded, “Content learning and metacognition are often carried out 
through interacting with text and other content experiences. Therefore, content-area 
literacy instruction must include an understanding that students be taught to become 
metacognitive and active learners” (Wilson et al., 2009, p. 709). Wilson et al. followed a 
qualitative approach using the question-answer relationship instructional strategy across 
120 explicit instructional plans. The question-answer relationship strategy involves three 
approaches to interact with text. After teaching the reading strategy to students and using 
the strategy throughout a variety of lessons, the instructors were then asked to assess their 
understanding of the strategy and to describe how students engaged with the strategy. The 
researchers strove to help teachers understand their own thinking about an instructional 
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strategy and the process of learning it created. Their objective was to teach the teachers 
the metacognitive process that students needed to experience in order to deeply connect 
with written materials, thus building subject area literacy. 
 Buckingham’s (2012) study supported findings related to metacognition and its 
impact on literacy fluency and comprehension. In his research of instructional practice 
related to increased student literacy, Buckingham noted that metacognition was an 
important aspect of three literacy learning strategies: prereading, during reading, and 
postreading. The connections to metacognition came at each of the three stages. 
Prereading was connected to the planning associated with metacognition, during reading 
with monitoring, and postreading to evaluation. Buckingham’s findings intersected with 
those of Hartman (1998), who asserted  
Metacognition is important because it affects acquisition, comprehension, 
retention and application of what is learned, in addition to affecting learning 
efficiency, critical thinking, and problem solving. Metacognitive awareness 
enables control or self-regulation over thinking and learning processes. (Hartman, 
1998, p. 1) 
These findings indicate that instructional strategies that go beyond product and encourage 
students to involve themselves in and take responsibility for the learning process have an 
impact on literacy gains of secondary students.   
 Although research does not support metacognition as the sole instrument for 
improving secondary literacy, researchers do support the use of metacognitive strategies 
as a key element in improving the literacy and comprehension skills of secondary 
learners. This distinction is important because there are many instructional strategies 
available for teachers to implement in their classrooms. Research supports the assertion 
that middle school and high school teachers should explore instructional strategies that 
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are based on metacognitive practices as a tool to promote richer engagement between 
their students and the materials being studied. Otherwise, though well intended, 
instructors are simply giving students busy work that does nothing to improve students’ 
literacy skills or deepen their understanding of the subject area content.  
Building Subject Area Literacy 
 An objection often raised by instructors of content-area classes and mentioned in 
various studies on metacognition is that, given the standardized, high-stakes testing and 
aggressive curriculum that barely fits into the instructional year, adding any new 
requirements, such as instructional literacy, to the responsibility of the classroom teacher 
is not only unreasonable, but also impossible to implement (Brozo, 2009; Jacobs, 2008; 
Joseph, 2010; Wilson et al., 2009). The research is also clear that any worthwhile gains in 
secondary literacy will require instructors from all subject areas to be willing to help 
secondary students improve their literacy levels.  
 Biancarosa and Snow’s (2006) report focused on various approaches to improve 
student literacy at the secondary level. Among their findings, the most relevant to subject 
area teachers were five instructional models:  
 Comprehension strategies instruction, which is instruction that explicitly, 
gives students strategies that aid them in comprehending a wide variety of 
texts. 
 Comprehension monitoring and metacognition instruction, which is 
instruction that teaches students to become aware of how they understand 
while they read.  
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 Teacher modeling, which involves the teacher reading texts aloud, making her 
own use of strategies and practices apparent to her students. 
 Scaffolded instruction, which involves teachers giving high support for 
students practicing new skills and then slowly decreasing that support to 
increase student ownership and self-sufficiency.  
 Apprenticeship models, which involve teachers engaging students in a 
content-centered learning relationship (Biancarosa & Snow, 2006, p. 14) 
All five of these instructional strategies have been reported in various studies to be highly 
effective at improving literacy at the secondary level, where most students do not 
experience a lack of decoding skills, but have issues of fluency and comprehension. The 
impact for content-area teachers, however, is that all five instructional strategies support 
subject area comprehension, allowing subject area teachers to conduct their classes 
without sacrificing content-area knowledge for secondary literacy gains.  
 Jacobs (2008) was interested in adolescent literacy and noted that much of the 
theory had little applicability to practice and did little to encourage the subject area 
instructor to help students improve their literacy skills. Her historical study of the 
research revealed that content literacy is breaking down the barriers of the subject area 
classrooms. Jacobs (2008) noted that even textbook companies “advised teachers to 
depend less on ‘text-bound modes of teaching that placed adolescents in passive roles’ 
and more on inquiry based instruction that allowed students to be active learners” (p. 21).  
 Jacobs (2008) advocated for inquiry-based instruction and repeated the call for 
instructors to do more to engage students in active learning. This theme is prevalent 
throughout the literature regarding instruction in the content-area classroom. Instructional 
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practices that engage students in active and reflective learning also promote meaningful 
interaction with text, when text is used (Breivik, 2005; Curtis & Kruidenier, 2005; 
Deshler et al., 2007; VanDeWeghe, 2004).    
 Lester (2000) addressed the challenge from a different perspective, noting that 
instruction in content-area classrooms was becoming more and more literacy-based and 
that subject area instructors who strove to ensure student success in their classrooms had 
to move toward instructional strategies; these are the strategies that help students learn 
the material through meaningful and engaging activities with the text. Too often, Lester 
(2000) asserted, instructors deliver “teacher-centered instruction” (p. 12) that does little 
to engage students in the content or help them successfully navigate the textbook. Lester 
argued that teachers need to relinquish some of the time spent on teacher-centered 
instruction (lecture) and move toward instructional strategies that engage students, 
turning them from passive recipients to active participants in the learning taking place in 
the classroom.  
 The type of instructional approach Lester (2000) advocated is practiced by many 
subject area teachers who use proven literacy strategies in their classroom to great effect 
toward content-area mastery. Fisher and Frey (2008) looked, from the perspective of 
students and instructors, for literacy instructional practices that had the most impact in the 
content-area classroom. They surveyed 88 teachers, 500 students, interviewed 10 teachers 
and 12 students, and conducted 30 classroom observations. Their main focus was to 
discover the similarities and differences between teachers’ and students’ perceptions of 
the usefulness of literacy strategies in the classroom. The study took place in a high 
school, administrators and teachers of which had decided to implement a school-wide 
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literacy initiative. The specific focus of the school-wide literary initiative required that all 
content-area classroom instructors consistently employ seven agreed upon literacy 
strategies in their classroom. The seven strategies used by all teachers required:  
 anticipatory activities: activities that provoke interest and curiosity; 
 graphic organizers: visual displays that represented factual information and 
conceptual relationship;  
 note-taking and note-making: organized systems for written student-generated 
information gleaned from classroom lectures, activities, and readings;  
 read alouds and shared reading: a text or passage read to students by the 
teacher, or by the teacher and students;  
 reciprocal teaching: peer-led reading of a text held in common that 
emphasizes predicting, clarifying, questioning, and summarizing; 
 vocabulary development: a collection of strategies for developing definitional 
and conceptual knowledge of content words; and  
 writing to learn: brief writing events designed to activate prior knowledge, 
summarize, or generate questions about content. (Fisher & Frey, 2008, pp. 
251–252)    
Instructors and students in Fisher and Frey’s (2008) study gave high marks to the 
strategies and their influence on student learning in the content-area classrooms. The 
impact of the strategies was also reflected in the quantitative data because the school had 
the highest gains in standardized tests of all the high schools in the district during the 
research period.  
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 In a similar research project, Locke and Cleary (2011) studied seven classrooms 
in seven different schools in New Zealand. These schools serve culturally diverse 
populations and the students were historically less successful academically than many of 
their peers. The seven teachers involved, four at the secondary level, two at the 
intermediate level, and one at the primary level, created a project of “interlinked case 
studies under a broad action research umbrella” (Locke & Cleary, 2011, p. 120). The 
instructors and researchers examined and reflected on classroom instructional strategies 
that dynamically involved students in their learning. Dynamic involvement was 
encouraged through activities such as cooperative learning, reflective journaling to 
encourage student voice, and connection of student prior knowledge or experience to 
content as a means of connecting students to the text they were going to read. Locke and 
Cleary also noted a pronounced increase in student engagement, improved marks in the 
classroom, and gains on standardized tests.      
 Golden (2009) and Cazier (2011) focused on the impact of literacy instruction in 
content-area classrooms. Golden’s applied research study was conducted to discover 
which strategies were consistently used in content-area classrooms and to correlate the 
use of strategies with the impact, if any, on standardized test scores. Cazier took a 
historical approach to literacy issues experienced by students in Nevada, and what 
research supported as the best means to increase literacy rates to also increase graduation 
rates. Both researchers found that, as teachers’ use of literacy strategies increased, there 
were gains in student grade point averages, standardized test scores and, in Cazier’s 
study, graduation rates.   
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 A study by Shanahan and Shanahan (2008) reinforced the assertion that the 
development of literacy skills belonged in the content-area classrooms. They argued that 
content-area literacy needed to be a main area of concentration for every secondary 
educator from sixth through 12th grade, not only because literacy abilities are critical for 
all students, but also because there are different approaches to reading and the use of 
literacy strategies, depending on the content area. Shanahan and Shanahan (2008) wrote, 
“Preliminary findings suggest that experts from math, chemistry, and history read their 
respective texts quite differently; consequently, both the content-area experts and 
secondary teachers in the study recommend different comprehension strategies for work 
with adolescents” (p. 40).   
 Shanahan and Shanahan (2008) found differing literacy requirements for subject 
area materials as students progressed through the grade levels of compulsory education. 
In other words, as students progressed into the higher grade levels, the literacy strategies 
used in elementary school were no longer helpful in the secondary setting. The 
vaccination model of literacy instruction was not sufficient to meet students’ needs at 
they progressed through middle and high school classes. Thus, engaging secondary 
educators in literacy training that focuses on strategies used in elementary school 
classrooms is not helpful to teachers or students at the secondary level.  
 To perpetuate the growth of secondary students’ literacy abilities and, at the same 
time, increase specific content-area knowledge, Shanahan and Shanahan (2008) argued 
that advanced literacy instruction was necessary throughout secondary education. They 
asserted that, in the past, “basic adequate skills” in literacy produced a sufficiently 
educated population to satisfy the economic needs of the nation. Those who were not as 
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successful building their academic literacy filled the blue-collar jobs that were prevalent 
throughout the country. However, the changing economic environment and workplace 
has increased the need for high literacy skills; basic literacy skills are no longer adequate. 
To prepare students for the needs of the 21st century, Shanahan and Shanahan created 
three different literacy levels that equated to students’ progress from the elementary 
grades through secondary school and ultimately prepared them for university-level 
learning (see Figure 3).  
 
 
Figure 3. Literacy pyramid: Increasing specialization of literacy development. Adapted 
from “Teaching Disciplinary Literacy to Adolescents: Rethinking Content Area 
Literacy,” by T. Shanahan and C. Shanahan, 2008, Harvard Educational Review, 78, p. 
44. Copyright 2008 by Harvard Education Publishing Group. 
 
 
 Shanahan and Shanahan (2008) advocated for the use of specific strategies in 
secondary schools that combined the intermediate and disciplinary levels of literacy 
development, thus promoting and developing students’ literacy skills while building 
content-area knowledge and the skill set of the subject being studied. They explained, 
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In literacy development, progressing higher in the pyramid means learning more 
sophisticated but less generalized skills and routines. But something else makes 
these high level skills very difficult to learn: They are rarely taught. By the time 
adolescent students are being challenged by disciplinary texts, literacy instruction 
often has evaporated altogether or has degenerated into reiteration of general 
reading strategies. (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008, p. 45)  
Instructors must learn and deliver literacy strategies in their content areas that reinforce 
the subject materials and should not simply rely on general purpose strategies that have 
proven to be largely ineffective at the secondary level (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008).  
 In 2013, Taylor and Kilpin used Shanahan and Shanahan’s (2008) model to 
advocate for advanced literacy skills in secondary classrooms, focusing specifically on 
social sciences. Taylor and Kilipin noted a general change beginning to take hold in 
educational circles in New Zealand: “In recent years . . . literacy advisers challenged the 
pervasive ‘transferability’ and ‘vaccination’ discourses. . . . These projects promoted 
secondary school literacy as qualitatively different from primary and intermediate school 
settings” (Taylor & Kilpin, 2013, p. 132). A dialog had begun in terms of the different 
needs of elementary learners compared to their secondary counterparts, and educators 
focused on the complexity earlier referenced by Shanahan and Shanahan.  
 In a review of what students in a modern social studies class need, Taylor and 
Kilpin (2013) noted,  
Contemporary social studies is conceptually based and focuses on social issues 
with an underlying social justice agenda. While students have traditionally “done” 
research projects in social studies, the new social inquiry process in the NZC 
support documents for the social sciences encourages students to also examine 
values and perspectives, plan appropriate social action and think critically. 
Comprehending the complex presentation of information and then formulating 
written responses that apply higher order thinking skills, are formidable 
disciplinary literacy challenges for many social studies students in years 9 and 10. 
(Taylor & Kilpin, 2013, p. 134)    
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Taylor and Kilpin (2013) concluded that the skills necessary for success in a secondary 
social studies class exceed the basic literacy skills students develop in the elementary 
setting. As such, any educators depending on the literacy transfer from the elementary 
school level to the secondary level do not understand the complexity of the issue.  
 Research conducted by Shanahan and Shanahan (2008) and Taylor and Kilpin 
(2013) was preceded by Greenleaf et al. (2001), who advocated a different approach to 
helping secondary students with literacy shortcomings. Most educational experts at the 
time focused on remedial reading courses for secondary students, often at the expense of 
other elective classes or, in some cases, core academic areas, all to submerge secondary 
students in literacy programs that were built upon the basic literacy strategies found in 
elementary education. Greenleaf et al. (2001) asserted secondary programs that 
approached literacy in the same way as elementary programs were doomed to fail and 
that “for the vast majority of adolescents who can decode but not comprehend a variety 
of texts, a return to basic-skills instruction will only future distance them from that goal” 
(p. 81).  
 In an urban public school in which many students struggled with grade-level 
literacy, Greenleaf et al.’s (2001) data convinced the research team that “remedial, basic-
skills instruction is problematic and unnecessarily limiting for the majority of secondary 
students”(p. 81). Instead, Greenleaf et al. (2001) approached literacy and learning from “a 
model that draws on the assets and expertise of both adolescents and subject area 
teachers” (p. 81). The research team created a framework “that foregrounds the role of 
social mediation in learning (Vygotsky, 1978) and is based on socially and cognitively 
complex conception of literacy” (Greenleaf et al., 2001, p. 82). Greenleaf et al.’s (2001) 
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framework was inspired by research documenting “persistent inequities in the limited and 
limiting types of learning opportunities afforded to students who are ethnically or 
socioeconomically outside the mainstream” (p. 85).  
 Greenleaf et al. (2001) advocated for content-area instruction that helped 
secondary students become conscious of their “reading process . . . by helping them 
acquire a repertoire of problem solving strategies with the varied texts of the academic 
discipline” (p. 89). What the researchers referred to as four interacting dimensions that 
allowed students to “draw on particular strengths and help them develop knowledge, 
strategies and dispositions they need to become successful readers” (p. 86) was a reading 
process. The four dimensions advocated by Greenleaf et al. (2001), as shown in Figure 4, 
were  
 Social: This dimension of community-building in the classroom includes 
developing a safe environment for students to share their confusion and 
difficulties with texts and reorganizing the diverse perspectives and resources 
brought by each member.  
 Personal: This dimension includes developing and extending students’ 
identities and self-awareness as readers; their purpose for reading; and their own 
goals for reading improvement, including increasing reading and comfort with a 
variety of texts.  
 Cognitive: The cognitive dimension, frequently the entire focus of 
reading-comprehension instruction, is only one aspect of life in an Reading 
Apprenticeship classroom. Work in this dimension includes developing readers’ 
mental processes, including their repertoire of specific comprehension and 
problem-solving strategies such as re-reading, questioning, paraphrasing or 
summarizing.  
 Knowledge building: This dimension includes identifying and expanding 
the kinds of knowledge readers bring to a text and then further develop through 
personal and social interaction with that text, including knowledge about word 
construction, vocabulary, text structure, genre and language. (Greenleaf et al., 
2001, pp. 90–91)  
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Figure 4. Dimensions of classroom life supporting reading apprentice. Adapted from 
“Apprenticing Adolescent Readers to Academic Literacy,” by C. L. Greenleaf, R. 
Schoenbach, C. Cziko, and F. L. Mueller, 2001, Harvard Educational Review, 71, p. 90. 
Copyright 2001 by Harvard Educational Publishing Group. 
 
 
 Based on their findings, Greenleaf et al. (2001) advocated for content-area 
classrooms in which inquiry-based instructional practices help students build 
comprehension and fluency around subject-specific text. This approach refuted previous 
educational methods that focused on continuing basic skills literacy training at the 
secondary level.   
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 The overall theme that connects the research, especially research that has been 
done since the mid-1990s, is that there is a fundamental difference between literacy at the 
elementary level—basic skills—and the type of literacy that is needed to be successful at 
the secondary levels—intermediate and disciplinary skills. This second type of literacy 
development must necessarily take place at the secondary level. The research is also clear 
that consistent use of literacy strategies in the content-area classroom has a positive 
impact on subject area mastery for students. The instructional approach to subject area 
literacy advocated by Greenleaf et al. (2001) and expanded upon by Shanahan and 
Shanahan (2008) continues to be supported through subsequent research concerning the 
need for literacy-based instruction throughout all content-areas classrooms at the 
secondary level (Botzakis, Burns, & Hall, 2014; Damico, Baildon, Exter, & Guo, 2010; 
Goldman, 2012; Moje, 2008; Rainey & Moje, 2012; Scherff & Rush, 2013). When 
reduced down to its simplest terms, it is a matter of engaging teaching implemented by 
thoughtful instructors who select specific strategies to best assist students in accessing 
and interacting with content-area materials. The willingness of the classroom teacher to 
invest the time and energy to learn the instructional strategies and then exert the 
discipline to consistently use them can help students overcome literacy problems.  
Instructors’ Beliefs and Receptivity to Pedagogical Change 
 The importance of the teacher is well documented in the literature in regard to 
student gains in both literacy and subject area mastery (Burke, 2008; Darling-Hammond, 
2000; Lemov, 2010; Rowe, 2002; Stronge, Ward, Tucker, & Hindman, 2007). Of 
particular interest to this study are teacher beliefs and experiences concerning literacy at 
the secondary level and how those beliefs and experiences make an impact on teachers’ 
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willingness to adapt and modify their pedagogy to meet the literacy needs of the students 
they serve. Greenleaf et al. (2001) highlighted what they believed was a common 
misconception among secondary instructors that perpetuated the difficulties struggling 
secondary readers faced once they entered middle school. As Greenleaf et al. (2001) 
opined, “The conception of reading that is reflected in the organization of schooling and 
curriculum in the United States is that reading is a kind of technical skill that one acquires 
once and for all early in the school career” (p. 84)  
 Secondary teachers, Greenleaf et al. (2001) argued, operate under the assumption 
that if students struggle with comprehending the content-area materials, early literacy 
instruction failed and “specialized help is needed from someone who ‘knows how to 
teach reading’ in a way that helps build basic skills” (p. 84). This conviction that literacy 
is a matter of basic skills feeds into the belief of many secondary educators that literacy is 
the responsibility of elementary teachers or reading specialists and therefore not “in the 
purview of subject-area teachers” (Greenleaf et al., 2001, p. 84). Greenleaf et al. asserted 
that the majority of struggling adolescent readers need instructors who are willing to 
expose them to a vast array of reading materials while providing the necessary 
instructional support to expand their fluency and comprehension.  
 Nearly a decade after Greenleaf et al. (2001) stated their case for subject area 
teachers to render literacy assistance, Den Otter (2010) focused on the use of literacy 
strategies in high school content-area classrooms. Den Otter’s research was conducted 
throughout all of the middle schools of a single district; she used quantitative analysis to 
connect the frequency of literacy strategies used in all the middle school classrooms. 
Although her surveys and analysis revealed many content-area teachers were using 
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literacy strategies, consistency varied widely across grade levels and subject areas. Not 
surprisingly, there was a strong correlation between consistent use of literacy strategies 
and instructors who received coaching from literacy experts. 
 Goldman (2012) cited both Greenleaf et al. and Den Otter, and made the same 
argument by examining the changing needs of students as they entered secondary 
education and transitioned from learning to read to “reading to learn” (p. 91). Goldman 
(2012) noted that most secondary education instructors begin with the intent to teach 
content and that the vast majority of these teachers have no concept of “their dual 
emphasis—teaching disciplinary content and disciplinary literacy” (p. 93). Goldman’s 
research confirmed that while the discussion and focus on literacy needs at the secondary 
level have continued since the 1990s, little has changed in terms of most secondary 
teachers’ perceptions of their responsibilities. Most teachers still believe literacy 
coaching in the secondary classroom is not their job.  
 Goldman (2012) highlighted the complex task facing teachers who need to change 
their instructional practices to become disciplinary literacy experts:  
One reason for the paucity of evidence is that effective reading-to-learn 
instruction has many moving parts: teaching several different instructional 
strategies; teaching how to use those strategies flexibly depending on task, text, 
and learning goals; ensuring engagement; and introducing opportunities for 
interacting with peers and teachers about the text. (Goldman, 2012, p. 94)  
Many of the needed instructional skills are beyond what secondary content-area teachers 
receive in their teacher preparation courses. As such, teachers enter their classrooms ill 
equipped for executing literacy strategies that support content-area mastery at the levels 
needed in the 21st century. These same content-area mastery expectations are formally 
laid out in the Common Core standards. Goldman (2012) argued that a focus on sustained 
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professional development beyond simple exposure to teaching and learning—
development that transitions into a professional learning community between educators—
is needed to increase teachers’ instructional capacity.  
 Teachers’ receptivity to professional development was the topic of Maskit’s 
(2011) research. Maskit used four tools for his research: a questionnaire of attitudes 
toward pedagogical changes, a questionnaire of semantic differential, a self-analysis with 
which teachers identified themselves within six stages of professional development, and 
open interviews of 50 randomly selected teachers who had completed all three of the 
previous questionnaires. A total of 520 teachers participated in the research. Maskit 
discovered the stage of a teacher’s career often had an impact on his or her perception of 
the need for pedagogical and instructional change and a willingness to commit to learning 
new approaches. One of the participants in Maskit’s (2011) study said,  
 I keep remembering how, when I was at college, I kept telling myself that 
when I’m a teacher I will change things. I was sure that as soon as I had my own 
class I’d be able to experiment with new methods. In practice, being a teacher and 
having my own class, I can see that it’s not that easy. I try implementing new 
methods, and sometimes I give up. Then I try again. I keep wavering between 
doing them and not doing them. (Maskit, 2011, p. 858)  
Maskit’s (2011) findings intersect with those of Torff and Sessions (2009), who found 
that much of the impact from professional development toward improving student 
achievement in the classroom depended on the instructors’ attitudes toward the teaching 
methodologies used. Many veteran instructors were found to harbor a belief that new 
instructional practices are “impractical, unsupported by school-district policies and 
practices and delivered by PD providers with limited or nonexistent classroom 
experience” (Maskit, 2011, p. 68).   
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 Gross (2010) conducted a study of the impact of literacy coaching on secondary 
instructors over a 2-year period. Her research acknowledged the historical reluctance of 
content-area instructors in regard to educational trends. The qualitative, constructivist 
case study represented 15 content-area teachers at a single high school. Each of the 
teachers had agreed to attend training and receive coaching while implementing literacy 
strategies within their classrooms. Gross (2010) reported, “Participating teachers 
expressed confidence in their capabilities but also demonstrated eagerness to learn new 
approaches to teaching. They clearly cared about their students and sought opportunities 
to strengthen the teaching and learning process” (Gross, 2010, p. 135). The openness of 
the teachers to work on a new approach to teaching in their content area made a positive 
impact on both students and instructors.  
 The mindset and beliefs of middle school and high school instructors about 
literacy teaching and student learning was the focus of a study by Chambers Cantrell et 
al. (2009). The teachers were preparing for a year-long professional development project 
created specifically to build content literacy. Chambers Cantrell et al. (2009) sought to 
understand teachers’ beliefs in terms of “(a) their senses of efficacy related to content-
area literacy instruction both, (b) literacy teaching and student literacy learning in content 
areas, and (c) the impact of professional development paired with on-site coaching in 
content literacy techniques” (p. 76). The researchers noted that teachers’ inherent beliefs 
were foundational roadblocks to literacy instruction and that those deeply held beliefs had 
a direct impact on teachers’ “willingness and/or abilities to teach content-area literacy” 
(Chambers Cantreell et al., 2009, p. 77).  
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 Findings reported by Chambers Cantrell et al. (2009) intersected with those of 
Goss, Cuddihy, and Michaud-Tomson (2010) in that teachers who were able to shift from 
a teacher-centered mindset to a student-centered focus reported making the transition to 
literacy instruction with the least difficulty. Goss et al. (2010) acknowledged that this 
transition is not an easy one for many secondary instructors because middle and high 
school teachers are much more familiar with a teacher-centered instructional model than 
with a student-centered focus. Furthermore, for many educators, moving to the student-
centered model is difficult because there is a sense of loss of control over what is 
happening in the classroom. One teacher in Goss et al.’s (2010) study commented, “I’m 
very nervous about relinquishing control, and if it is anything that is not completely 
organized I have a very hard time doing that in my classroom. I still have a hard time 
handing that control over [to students]” (p. 87). Many secondary educators would find 
this situation unnerving.  
There is yet another barrier for many secondary instructors in regard to 
incorporating literacy strategies throughout their pedagogy. Even for teachers who were 
less resistant to the idea of incorporating literacy strategies, there remained a belief that 
they do not have the necessary skills to meet the literacy needs of their students. Some of 
the teachers lacked confidence in their ability to choose appropriate instructional 
strategies that would promote subject-specific literacy gains. These beliefs are common 
among many secondary educators (Bintz, 1997; Greenleaf et al., 2001; Mallette, Henk, 
Waggoner, & Delaney, 2005).  
With an awareness of these beliefs, Chambers Cantrell et al. (2009) launched a 
year-long professional development program involving 78 teachers from six schools and 
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three districts. After the initial 5-day professional development workshop, 64% of 
participating teachers felt better prepared to use the literacy strategies in their content 
areas with students who were already strong readers, but 68% still had serious 
reservations about working with students who struggled with literacy (p. 83). Most of the 
teachers believed that building literacy into their content-area instruction and that 
teaching literacy across all content areas was the responsibly of all teachers. The 
exception was math teachers, who believed that literacy instruction was not applicable to 
math curriculum.   
After a year of continued professional development, content literacy coaches 
visiting classrooms, and collaboration between teachers, Chambers Cantrell et al. (2009) 
reached the conclusion that valuing content-area teachers “knowledge and expertise” (p. 
90) is as important as valuing the knowledge and expertise of literacy researchers and 
professors. Chambers Cantrell et al. (2009) asserted that consistent time set aside for 
teachers to “engage in collaborative problem solving” (p. 90) was the most valuable 
component of the professional development and that professional development programs 
“that include high levels of collaboration are more likely to produce increased levels of 
collegiality and willingness to infuse literacy into content-area instruction” (p. 90).   
While Chambers Cantrell et al. (2009) engaged with a large number of instructors 
spread over several schools, Miller and Veatch (2010) focused their attention on one 
veteran teacher with a track record of student accomplishment in literacy gains as well as 
her subject area: social science. Their study emphasized the importance of the teacher’s 
willingness to invest the time in understanding the literacy levels of her students and then 
employing targeted strategies to both reinforce literacy as well as help students master 
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content-area materials. Miller and Veatch (2010) reported, “When Nancy teaches with 
expository text, she goes through a cycle of assessment, reflection, planning, and 
teaching/re-teaching” (p. 154).   
The instructor’s understanding of a variety of instructional practices allowed her 
to adjust her teaching to the particular literacy needs of the students, as well as the 
requirements of her content area. This systematic approach to instruction requires 
constant work on the part of the instructor before the students ever enter the classroom, 
and goes far beyond lecture-based instruction or simple chapter assignments out of the 
textbook. Miller and Veatch (2010) explained, “Nancy’s planning involves identifying 
the learning outcomes of the lesson, analyzing the text, identifying key vocabulary, and 
choosing instructional strategies that will support the vocabulary, fluency, 
comprehension, and motivation of her students” (p. 157).  
 Askell-Williams, Lawson, and Skrzypiec (2012) conducted three separate studies 
to understand how the quality of teachers’ knowledge of how students learn has an 
impact on student achievement in the classroom. In the first study, Askell-Williams et al. 
administered a survey to students in three junior high schools in Australia; their objective 
was to determine students’ understanding of their own approaches to learning. The 
second study introduced specific learning structures into the classroom, while the third 
measured how easily each instructional strategy fit into the specific content areas. Askell-
Williams et al. concluded that teacher partnership in implementation of instructional 
frameworks was essential to student cognitive growth and subject area success.  
 In a similar vein, Shanahan and Shanahan (2008) advocated for an even greater 
degree of sophistication in content-area literacy focusing on the strategies of content 
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experts, rather than literacy experts, in relation to fluency and comprehension within the 
specific areas of study. Their approach used the “differences in how the disciplines 
create, disseminate, and evaluate knowledge, and these differences are instantiated in 
their use of language” (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008, p. 48). This method required the 
researchers to first understand how each discipline used literacy and second to identify 
what reading processes content-area experts used for their own understanding of the 
subject area materials. Addressing content-area literacy from a subject area perspective, 
rather than a “teaching reading” perspective, calmed many of the initial objections and 
concerns of content-area instructors. Finally, content-area instructors themselves were 
given literacy strategies and asked to rank which ones they believed were most applicable 
to their subject area. The content-area instructors were also charged with creating their 
own strategies that they believed would assist students to actively engage with subject 
matter text.  
 Their research revealed a wide variety of reading processes between the 
disciplines. Shanahan and Shanahan (2008) noted that different subject area experts all 
approached reading and making meaning from that reading in very different ways. This 
“content area focus first” approach allowed an entirely different involvement and 
ownership of literacy strategies created and employed by the teachers. This strategy was 
an important element shared by many teachers who have successfully incorporated 
literacy instruction into the delivery of their content area.  
 In their book, Models of Teaching, Joyce et al. (2004) described the most 
successful teachers as those who remain positive in all aspects of their approach to 
teaching and learning. As Joyce et al. (2004) noted, “To teach well is to embrace the 
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adventure of limitless learning about how ideas and emotions interact with environments 
and become transformed. . . . We are caught up in an inquire model that has no end” 
(Joyce et al., 2004, p. 6). For Joyce et al. a fundamental requirement for anyone wishing 
to be at the top of his or her craft is a never-ending desire to build on the teacher learning 
that has come before. Teachers with such a belief system naturally embrace changes to 
pedagogy as required, thus creating a dynamic instructional environment for their 
students. For Joyce et al., professional development must target teachers’ attitudes to 
ensure teachers understand how critical their role is in the success of students. As Joyce 
et al. (2004) remarked, “effective teachers are confident that they can make a difference.. 
. . The bottom line is that students can increase their learning abilities quite rapidly—the 
essence of our work as teachers” (Joyce et al., 2004, p. 9).  
 While many teachers may want to dismiss these assertions as coming from a 
researcher looking through a rose-colored filter, a few years earlier, Berman and Skeff 
(1988) reported similar findings. They conducted a survey of teachers’ attitudes toward 
improvement and found “there was a significant positive correlation between teachers’ 
enthusiasm for teaching and their desire to improve teaching” (Berman & Sekff, 1988, p. 
123). In contrast, Greenberg and Baron (2000) noted that instructional change does not 
come easily to either the individual teacher or the school system; a lack of understanding 
of why the instructional changes are necessary is almost a guarantee that proposed 
changes will not be implemented. Greenberg and Baron couched their argument in the 
assertion that habit trumps innovation. Given the choice, unless there is a clear and 
compelling reason the change is necessary, teachers will prefer the status quo rather than 
expend the energy necessary to implement the change. Adding to teachers’ unwillingness 
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to accept changes to their pedagogy is often a history at the school or district of previous 
interventions that were not fully supported and ended in failure (Greenberg & Baron, 
2000), thus building a “this too shall pass” attitude into the teachers’ belief system.  
 Fullan (2001) noted that teachers’ beliefs often include a fear of change in terms 
of the unknown impact on their classroom when a pedagogical change is implemented. 
This idea of a loss of control, or simply building vague and difficult to define concerns 
occurs because accepted norms are being disrupted. According to Fullan, many teachers 
also translate the fear into a perceived threat to their expertise or subject area 
competence, or their fear comes from a concern that they are not adequately prepared or 
possess the necessary skills to successfully implement the changes being asked of them 
or their program.  
 It is apparent from the research that a variety of teacher beliefs and experiences 
have an impact on how teachers view their roles in terms of content-area literacy. Those 
beliefs and experiences have an impact on the way instructors experience professional 
development as well as how they transition that training into the day-to-day practice of 
their classrooms. In research conducted since the mid-1990s, it appears teachers have 
begun to accept the argument that literacy needs to be taught in all classrooms and across 
all curricular areas. The research also reflects a real concern from content-area teachers 
who are ill equipped to execute content-area literacy strategies with any type of fidelity or 
in a consistently effective manner.  
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Conclusion 
The literature review supports the importance of each research stream of this 
study. For substantial improvements in secondary literacy rates while supporting content-
area mastery, educators cannot depend on gains in elementary reading levels as a 
prescription for improvement as students reach adolescence. A systematic focus on 
literacy must be part and parcel of all academic areas at the secondary level. In terms of a 
more sophisticated approach to literacy, secondary teachers must build metacognitive 
strategies into their instructional repertoire to assist students’ deeper and more reflective 
engagement with content-area materials. While metacognition strategies can and should 
be introduced even in the primary grades, they are especially critical in the secondary 
classrooms as an instrument to achieve subject matter fluency and comprehension. 
Simple and surface-level interaction with the texts and the concepts do not help students 
understand the materials they are reading. “In other words, successful content-area 
learning requires the students to be aware of their understanding of a concept and adjust 
their thinking to ensure learning” (Wilson et al., 2009, p. 709). 
Literacy stratagems that promote metacognition also promote subject area 
mastery when used consistently by content-area teachers. Thus, a critical barrier in terms 
of choosing subject area mastery over secondary literacy is removed. These instructional 
strategies promote success in both areas. The critical component to creating a classroom 
in which instructional strategies promote literacy gains as well as subject area mastery is 
the ownership and dedication the classroom instructor brings to those practices. As noted 
by Miller and Veatch (2010), “To help students become proficient with expository text, 
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all educators need to focus on how to choose and use the most appropriate instructional 
strategies for their students” (p. 164).  
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
Introduction 
The literacy needs of struggling secondary students has been a topic of 
conversation and concern since the 1970s. Low literacy ability has been repeatedly cited 
as one of the most consistent indicators of a student eventually dropping out of school 
and limiting his or her ability for future educational and career opportunities that provide 
middle-class wages. Extensive research conducted since the mid-1990s has revealed 
instructional practices that not only improve the literacy rates of struggling students, but 
also have a positive impact on the literacy skills of students at or above grade-level 
literacy. Despite the growing body of research extolling the virtues and benefits of 
sustained literacy practices at the secondary level, transforming the research into practice 
remains elusive in many secondary settings. The purpose of this interpretive 
phenomenological research was to explore the lived experiences and perceptions of 
secondary teachers who are translating professional development in literacy into their 
professional practice.   
As noted by Maxwell (2012), qualitative research works toward “understanding 
the particular contexts within which the participants act, and the influence that this 
context has on their actions” (p. 683). Moustakas (1994) asserted, “The method of 
reflection that occurs throughout the phenomenological approach provides a logical, 
systematic, and coherent resource for carrying out the analysis and synthesis needed to 
arrive at essential descriptions of experiences” (p. 43). This research study was guided by 
the following three questions:  
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1. How do secondary instructors who have had literacy training describe the 
nexus between the training and their day-to-day classroom instructional 
practices?   
2. How do secondary instructors describe the impact, if any, literacy professional 
development had on their beliefs and/or views of secondary literacy 
instruction? 
3. How do secondary instructors describe the intersections between literacy 
training and what they believe to be an effective instructor at the secondary 
level?  
This research represents an attempt to understand the experience of secondary 
literacy professional development from the perspective of educators receiving the training 
and coaching and what impact, if any, that professional development has on their day-to-
day approach to pedagogical design and delivery of classroom instruction. This chapter 
includes a description of the research design and rationale, provides specific information 
of the population studied, the research locations, and methods that were used to gather 
and interpret the data collected. Finally, a review of the ethical considerations related to 
data collection is provided.  
Research Design and Rationale 
To understand and create meaning from the experiences, reflections, and practices 
of secondary teachers working through literacy professional development, this research 
was conducted as an interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA). Van Manen (1990) 
described phenomenology as “reducing individual experiences with a phenomenon to a 
description of a universal essence” (p. 57). Smith et al. (2009) described IPA as “a 
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qualitative research approach committed to the examination of how people make sense of 
their major life experiences. IPA is phenomenological in that it is concerned with 
exploring experience in its own terms” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 1).   
Because this research was focused on the experience of teachers as a critical 
aspect of the ongoing issue of secondary literacy, a phenomenological study was chosen. 
A phenomenological study allowed for the collection of data using the voices of the 
instructors themselves to construct patterns and meanings. Moustakas (1994) wrote,  
Transcendental phenomenology is a scientific study of the appearance of things, 
of phenomena just as we see them and as they appear to us in consciousness. Any 
phenomenon represents a suitable starting point for phenomenological reflection. 
The very appearance of something makes it a phenomenon. The challenge is to 
explicate the phenomenon in terms of its constituents and possible meanings, thus 
discerning the features of consciousness and arriving at an understanding of the 
essences of the experience. (Moustakas, 1994, p. 43) 
 For this study, interpretive (hermeneutic) phenomenology analysis was selected as 
the research method because, when conducting interpretive phenomenology, the 
researcher considers the life experiences of the participants. Creswell (2007) asserted, 
“phenomenological study describes the common meaning for several individuals of their 
lived experiences of a concept or a phenomenon. Phenomenologists focus on describing 
what all participants have in common as they experience a phenomenon” (Creswell, 
2007, p. 76). When exploring the lived experiences of secondary instructors related to 
literacy training, the researcher must consider their previous experiences as teachers and 
the possible influence those experiences and beliefs may have on their approach and 
receptivity to the professional development. According to Smith et al. (2009), “the IPA 
researcher is engaged in a double hermeneutic because the researcher is trying to make 
sense of the participant trying to make sense of what is happening to them” (p. 3). This 
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process is also critical toward ensuring the reliability of the data collected, a concept 
explained later in this chapter.   
A phenomenological research design was chosen as the appropriate approach for 
this study because the researcher desires to add to the existing literature on secondary 
literacy from the perspective of participant teachers experiencing the literacy professional 
development and coaching. Valuing the experiences, reactions, reflections, and lessons 
learned by the faculty working on increasing literacy instruction at the secondary level is 
worthy of study and discussion. Because phenomenology provides strategies for the 
researcher to bracket out any previous experiences and preconceptions, the essence of the 
instructors’ experience can be extracted and shared so that other educators may 
understand more deeply any impact literacy professional development has on the 
secondary educators.  
Site and Population 
Population Description 
The population for this study were 13 secondary instructors who have varying 
degrees of experience with literacy training from Pebble Creek Literacy Labs. Pebble 
Creek Labs promotes an inquiry-based approach to secondary text and stresses the 
importance of teacher interaction to create engaging and sustained instructional practices 
in the classroom. Teachers enrolled in Pebble Creek Labs professional development 
experience intensive workshops, on-site coaching, and the creation of a professional 
learning community over the course of the school year, all of which is facilitated by the 
company founder, Kelly Young.  
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Instructors were drawn from two local high schools in two different districts and 
were limited to two subject areas: English and social science. The schools, which were 
both given pseudonyms, are located in the greater Sacramento region. The participants 
included six English teachers and seven history teachers: one English and one history 
teacher from National High School and five English and six history teachers from All 
American High School.  
The participants have varied overall teaching experience, educational background, 
degrees earned, as well the amount of time they had been associated with Pebble Creek 
Labs. All instructors have a minimum of 7 years of teaching experience while six of the 
instructors have been teaching for 15 years or more. Eight teachers included in the study 
had worked with Pebble Creek Labs for 5 years or longer, while five had worked with 
Pebble Creek Labs between 2 and 4 years. Six of the 13 teachers hold multiple 
credentials, primarily English and social studies, while the other seven hold single subject 
credentials in their specific subject area, four in English and three in social studies. 
Twelve of the educators work in the field of general education, while one is a 
mild/moderate special education teacher.   
Upon approval of this research project by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of 
Drexel University, school administrators were formally contacted about the research. 
Once their approval was secured, instructors at both schools were formally invited to 
participate in the study. 
Site Descriptions: National High School and All American High School 
 National High School opened in 1963 and is the only comprehensive high school 
in the city where it is located. The school serves just over 1,600 students. It is one of 
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three comprehensive high schools in the school district. The most current available data 
on the school population revealed 50.5% is White, 15% is Black or African American, 
22% is Hispanic or Latino, 5% is Filipino or Pacific Islander, and 7% is Asian. With 
regard to native language, 25.1% of students at National High School are English 
language learners, the majority of students being of Hispanic or Eastern European 
descent.  
 National High School includes a large proportion of special education students—
17% of the total enrollment. Special education students include 33 students in classes for 
severely handicapped as well as approximately 291 others in emotionally disturbed 
and/or mild/moderate subject area classes. Students are mainstreamed as much as 
possible, with support from instructional assistants and special education teachers.   
 In terms of socioeconomic status, 58% of the student body participated in the Free 
or Reduced-Price Lunch Program for the school year 2010–2011. This number represents 
a large increase from the 2002–2003 school year, when 46% of the students qualified for 
free or reduced-price lunch. The community also includes two separate programs for 
homeless families located within the attendance area of the school.   
 All American High School is one of 13 high schools within its school district. 
Opened in 1963, the school serves just under 1,800 students. Current school data revealed 
the population to be 36.6% Hispanic or Latino, 30.9% Asian, 22% Black or African 
American, and 2% White. In terms of socioeconomic status, 81% percent of students 
qualify for free or reduced-price lunch. At All American High School, 13% of the student 
population have special needs, 18 students have moderate to severe disabilities, while just 
under 220 are in mild to moderate special education classes. Twenty-six percent of the 
63 
  
student body are English language learners, the majority of these students being from 
either Hispanic/Latino or Asian descent. The school has its own newcomer center for 
students with a limited English background and offers after-school programs to students 
and a variety of social services to families.  
 Both school sites share a high level of diversity in their respective student 
populations, high levels of poverty, and a significant number of students requiring special 
education services. Both schools also struggle with myriad complications common to 
inner-city schools across the nation who serve similar student populations and 
neighborhood communities. Both schools have identified the need to improve student 
literacy as a primary goal toward shrinking the achievement gap experienced by many 
minority students, reducing student truancy, and increasing the overall graduation rate.   
Site Access  
Access to both school sites was conditional upon an agreement with the principal 
of All American High School and the principal of National High School. Initial 
information about the research was shared with the principal at both schools and initial 
discussions about the study was positive, both principals expressing confidence their 
teachers would be interested in participating in the research. As soon as formal agreement 
was reached with the principals, letters inviting participation in the study were sent to 
selected teachers (see Appendix A). 
Research Methods 
 This phenomenological study included interviews with 13 secondary teachers: 
six English teachers and seven social studies teachers at two schools within the 
geographic area of the researcher. In addition to individual interviews, there was one 
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focus group interview with a mix of English and social studies teachers participating.  
The study also included four classroom observations during which the researcher 
recorded observations in the field journal.  
Triangulation of data from the interviews and observations was used as a means 
of establishing the reliability of the data collected throughout the study. Creswell (2011) 
noted,  
Triangulation is the process of corroborating evidence from different individuals 
(e.g., a principal and a student), types of data (e.g., field notes and interviews), or 
methods of data collection (e.g., documents and interviews) in descriptions and 
themes in qualitative research. (Creswell, 2011, p. 280)  
 A large portion of the qualitative data for this IPA was based on 13 one-on-one 
semi-structured interviews. According to Smith et al. (2009), “Data collection is usually 
(but not necessarily) in the form of semi-structured interviews where an interview 
schedule is used flexibly and the participant has an important stake in what is covered” 
(p. 4). Interviews were conducted at a time and location that was convenient to the 
teacher. Individual interviews were anticipated to take approximately 90 minutes. All 
participants were offered time to review the completed transcripts for accuracy as well as 
to provide an opportunity for follow-up questions and/or conversation between 
interviewer and interviewee.  
Instrumentation  
 The semi-structured interview protocol (see Appendix B) consisted of 20 open-
ended questions designed to capture the experiences, both positive and negative, of 
teachers who participated in Pebble Creek literacy professional development. The one-
on-one interview method encouraged the participant to share his or her experiences, 
reflections, beliefs, and attitudes as he or she progressed through literacy training as well 
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as the process the instructor experienced while translating the training to the classroom. 
With participants’ permission, interviews were audio-recorded, after which they were 
transcribed and shared with participants for their approval before any analysis of the data 
was executed.  
Participant Selection and Interviewing 
For the study, all of the instructors participating were identified by their principal 
as an English or social studies instructor who had had, at a minimum, 1 year of literacy 
professional development provided by Pebble Creek Labs. The researcher placed a 
personal phone call to each instructor identified by the principal of All American High 
School or National High School. This phone call was followed by a confirmation e-mail, 
sent by the researcher to all potential participants. After initial agreement, each potential 
participant was asked to sign the informed consent form (see Appendix A).   
All potential participants were asked to respond to the e-mailed invitation to 
participate. Once a response was received, the researcher replied with one final e-mail in 
which the researcher provided potential participants the problem statement, research 
questions. and significance of the study, as well as a reminder that the interviews would 
be recorded and transcribed. The researcher then followed up with one final phone call to 
each potential participant to determine if there were any final questions before the actual 
interviews took place. The potential participants were reminded that their participation 
was completely voluntary, that they would have access to the data they shared throughout 
the study and would able to request any data they provided be destroyed before coding 
has begun. Finally, they were reminded that they could discontinue their participation at 
any time without fear of repercussions.  
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Data were collected through the interview process, recorded with two digital 
audio recording devices, transcribed, provided to participants for review and editing, and 
then reviewed to establish trends and codes (Merriam, 2002). An interview protocol form 
(see Appendix B) listing the 20 open-ended questions was used for the one-on-one 
interviews. Pseudonyms were used for both schools and for all instructors. All audio 
recording and transcripts were stored in a locked filing cabinet at the researcher’s home 
office to prevent loss or any possibility of the participants’ information being 
compromised in any way.  
 In addition to the individual interviews, one focus group interview was conducted 
consisting of eight of the thirteen teachers participating in the study. Two hours was 
allotted for the focus group interview. The focus group interview was conducted in a 
meeting room during one of the “collaboration days” that teachers have each week at 
both school sites, a suggestion made by the principals.  
During the focus group interview, the researcher sought to explore the shared 
experience of the instructors while working collaboratively through the instructional 
strategies. The researcher sought to elicit descriptions, reflections, reactions, and 
behaviors the group dynamic had on the individual teachers’ execution of the strategies in 
the classroom or vice versa. A second protocol form (see Appendix C) listing the 10 
open-ended questions was used for the focus group interview and shared with the 
participant instructors. The questions were structured to encourage an open dialog and 
active participation by all participants throughout the group interviews. As with the one-
on-one interviews, all participants were reminded that the discussion was being recorded 
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and transcribed and that all participants would be able to review the transcripts before any 
coding was executed by the researcher.   
Random sampling was performed to select the participants of the focus group. 
Because the study included 13 participants, two or three instructors from each discipline 
would not be included in the focus group discussion. Random sampling was explained to 
each subject area group and the four or five faculty members selected from each subject 
area were invited to participate in the focus group interview.  
During both the one-on-one interviews and the focus group interview, the 
researcher made observational notes to capture any behaviors, facial expressions, 
gestures, or body language of the participants while they answered the interview 
questions. As in the one-on-one interviews, pseudonyms were used for all instructors in 
the focus groups. All audio recording and transcripts were stored in a locked filing 
cabinet in the researcher’s home office to prevent loss or any possibility of the 
participants’ information being compromised in any way.  
Observational Data 
 As noted by Merriam (2002), “In attempting to understand the meaning a 
phenomenon has for those involved, qualitative researchers build toward theory from 
observations and intuitive understandings gleaned from being in the field” (p. 5). Field 
notes may provide additional insight into the culture of the organization and/or the 
individuals that make up that organization. Thus, observational notes were taken from 
classroom observations and collaborative group meetings, as well as one-on-one 
interviews and focus group interview. The researcher endeavored to capture any 
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behaviors, facial expressions, gestures, or body language of the participants during all 
aspects of the study.   
All observational data were recorded in the field journal using a T Chart (see 
Appendix D) or other graphic organizers.  
Data Analysis  
 Data analysis begins when the researcher is immersed in the details of the 
interviews that have been recorded and transcribed to make sense of the information as a 
whole. From this bird’s eye view of the information, the researcher then moves toward 
breaking the information into its component parts. To collect and interpret data from the 
lived experiences of the research participants, this researcher employed the primary 
processes of phenomenological research, as explained by Moustakas (1994): epoché, 
phenomenological reduction, imaginative variation, and synthesis. 
 Epoché is a process created by Husserl (1931/1972), a pioneer in 
phenomenological research, as a means by which researchers could put aside prejudice, 
expectation, and preconceived notions in order to effectively study the experiences of 
others. Moustakas (1994) explained epoché as “preparation for deriving new knowledge . 
. . by setting aside predilections, prejudices, predispositions, and allowing things, events, 
and people to enter anew into consciousness, and to look and see them again, as if for the 
first time” (p. 85). After spending the last 15 years working in various secondary 
educational settings, it was critical for the researcher to bracket out his personal 
experiences and observations related to literacy instruction and pedagogy. Through the 
use of a reflective journal and consistent conversations with the research support team, 
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the researcher endeavored to ensure previous experiences, mental models, and 
preconceived notions were kept separate to minimize researcher bias. 
 The second process, phenomenological reduction, focuses the researcher on the 
language used to describe the phenomenon being experienced. All information shared by 
participants is given equal value, thereby allowing the researcher to examine the data in 
such a way as to understand the character of the experience. Repetitive or irrelevant 
information is discarded and the remaining data, referred to as horizons, provide a textual 
description of the experience. The horizons are then grouped into themes to describe the 
phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994). Further reduction of the horizons from their relation to 
the research questions results in themes and patterns not originally apparent from the raw 
narrative.   
 In phenomenological reduction, descriptions become horizons, horizons are 
reduced to themes, and themes are finally reduced to “coherent textual descriptions of the 
phenomenon” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 97). Phenomenological reduction was critical to this 
study to give all information shared by each participant full value and allow for creation 
of authentic horizons and themes that were representative of all the participants. This 
process allowed the researcher to create a new understanding of the phenomenon of 
literacy professional development and any impact on the teacher or instructional practices 
solely from the shared experiences of the instructors.  
 The third process, imaginative variation, explores meaning through different 
roles and perspectives (Moustakas, 1994). Here, the researcher strives to view the 
research from a variety of viewpoints to develop themes from the collected data. 
Moustakas (1994) explained that, through imaginative variation, the researcher “derives 
70 
  
structural themes from the textual descriptions captured during phenomenological 
reduction” (p. 98). To collect data from a variety of different roles and experiences, the 
researcher included teachers from two different subject areas with a variety of experience 
in both teaching and length of time in literacy professional development. Finally, 
synthesis enables the researcher to describe the essences of the phenomenon through the 
collected data and emergent themes and patterns. In the phenomenological research 
procedure, the four primary processes become components folded into the entirety of the 
research approach (Moustakas, 1994, p. 103). 
According to Creswell (2011), “The further process of analyzing text (or images) 
in qualitative research begins when you code the data. Coding is the process of 
segmenting and labeling text to form descriptions and broad themes in the data” (p. 243). 
Creswell (2011) recommended a limited number of codes, which he referred to as “lean 
coding” (p. 244) to reduce the codes to broad themes and to keep them manageable.   
Coding 
The researcher used descriptive coding and in vivo coding as the primary methods 
of creating meaning from the collected research. Saldaña (2009) stated, “Descriptive 
coding summarizes in a word or short phrase . . . the basic topic of a passage of 
qualitative data” (p. 70). In vivo coding, or “literal coding,” which occurs when the 
researcher uses “a word or phrase from the actual language” (Saldaña, 2009, p. 74), was 
employed to capture the participants’ voices from the collected data. Using participants’ 
actual language kept the participants present throughout the data, continually reminding 
the researcher and the reader that these are the captured experiences and reflections of 
people who were willing to share something of themselves to deepen an understating of 
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the impact, or lack thereof, of sustained literacy professional development on the 
instructor and the day-to-day classroom instruction at the secondary level.  
These approaches to coding of the data allowed the researcher to not only develop 
broad themes that reveal themselves, but also to assist in the process of answering the 
research questions. Creswell (2011) offered another viewpoint, noting, “Describing and 
developing themes from the data consists of answering the major research questions and 
forming an in-depth understanding of the central phenomenon though description and 
thematic development” (p. 247). The data of this research were explored and coded to 
highlight the themes that reveal instructional approaches that positively and dramatically 
improve the literacy rates of secondary students.  
Reliability 
The process by which the researcher gathers reliable data is a critical element in 
qualitative research. As Merriam (2002) explained, “The more important question for 
qualitative researchers is whether the results are consistent with the data collected” (p. 
27). In terms of phenomenology, it may be argued that the four processes outlined by 
Moustakas (1994) build reliability into the research. Epoché, phenomenological 
reduction, imaginative variation, and synthesis, as well as systematically following the 
research process of a phenomenological study (Moustakas, 1994, p. 103) creates a sound 
foundation toward enhancing the reliability of the study. In addition, Creswell (2011) 
suggested several methods to confirm findings collected in the data and revealed in the 
coding.  
We engaged in methods of respondent validation . . . to confirm our findings. To 
secure respondent validation we presented a summary of our findings to the 
interviewees by telephone or e-mail, asking them if they concurred with any or all 
of the emergent perspectives, that is, if they saw their personal perspectives 
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represented in any or all of the reported findings. We also conducted member 
checks as a means of confirming the findings. Through member checking, we 
asked participants to comment on the accuracy of verbatim quotes and obtained 
their approval to us either direct personal quotes in written or verbal reports of the 
study. (p. 47).  
 The researcher is a key variable in the reliability of a study. Merriam (2002) 
stated,  
Further, since reliability most often has to do with instrumentation of the study, 
and since the researcher is the primary instrument of data collection and analysis 
in qualitative research, the researcher can become a more reliable instrument 
through training and practice. (p. 27).   
As another means of enhancing reliability, Merriam (2002) advocated researchers employ 
triangulation, peer examination, investigator’s position, and the audit trail to arrive at 
“consistent and dependable data as well as data that are most congruent with reality as 
understood by the participants” (p. 27).   
Reliability of the information gathered for this study was critical to accurately 
capture the individual and shared experiences of the instructors participating in secondary 
literacy development. To ensure reliability, the researcher provided transcripts of the one-
on-one and focus group interviews to the respective participants for member checking. 
The researcher also maintained a field journal to capture reflections and reactions to all 
stages of the study, a critical component of the epoché stage of research, which was 
shared with the dissertation support team to ensure the researcher’s own perceptions or 
preconceived notions did not influence the data. The researcher was committed to exact 
attention in all research steps involved in the study.   
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Stages of Data Collection  
Table 1. Stages of Data Collection 
Task Timing Rationale 
IRB submission and 
approval 
November 2014 Required before beginning actual 
research 
Secure participants November 2014 Secure access with principals at both 
sites, e-mail invitation letter, contact 
potential participants by phone , secure 
informed consent  
Conduct interviews, 
make observations.  
Prepare field journal 
 
December 2014–
January 2015 
Conduct interviews, record all 
interviews, have interviews transcribed 
Capture mannerisms, observations, 
body language in research journal.  
Reflect on observations right after 
interviews 
Reflect on epoche, phenomenological 
reduction and imaginative variation.  
Reflect on possible patterns in what is 
being shared/ask clarifying questions.  
Conduct follow-up interviews, if 
necessary. 
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Table 1 (continued) 
Task Timing Rationale 
Data analysis January–March 
2015 
Horizons, patterns, and themes, 
conduct descriptive coding, In Vivo 
coding, triangulation 
Complete dissertation  March – April 2015 Findings identified, interpretations 
offered, conclusions reached 
Recommendations made 
 
 
 
Ethical Considerations 
 One of the most important ethical considerations of this study was that the 
participants serve the educational needs of minors. Care needed to be given to ensure 
absolute respect for instructional time. Nothing done by the researcher could have a 
negative impact on the classroom setting or the participants. Maxwell (2012) asserted, 
“remember that what is a ‘research project’ for you is always, to some degree, an 
intrusion into the lives of the participants in your study” (p. 92).  
 Compliance with IRB standards helped to ensure participants’ protection. 
Potential participants began the consent process by receiving an invitation to participate 
and consent form (see Appendix A) to complete and return to the researcher. As part of 
the informed consent process, the researcher explained to potential participants the 
purpose of the study, how the data collected would be used, and their right to review and 
retract their information before the data were coded. Multiple means of contacting the 
researcher were shared with all participants to ensure timely communication. By signing 
and returning the informed consent form, participants affirmed they understood the steps 
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of this phenomenological study and efforts made by the research to ensure no harm 
would come to them.   
 A conversation with the faculty and school administrators involved in this study 
was necessary to explain the use of pseudonyms throughout the study. The researcher 
ensured all who participated in this study understood that the research was conducted for 
academic purposes only, and none of the collected data were shared at any time with the 
site administrative team. The researcher affirmed that none of this research would be used 
for evaluation of individual teachers or their school.    
All data collected for this study, such as interview transcripts and observations, 
were sensitive in nature. To ensure the safety of all data, they will be stored at Drexel 
University, where they will be kept for 3 years, after which they will be destroyed. 
During the validation process, any data, interviews, or other collected materials that 
participants wanted excluded from the study were removed and destroyed, as were the 
original consent forms once the research study was concluded.   
Summary 
 Conducting a qualitative, phenomenological study will allow the researcher to add 
the voices of secondary instructors to the existing knowledge base of methods and 
strategies for improving literacy abilities and subject area mastery of secondary students. 
Administrators and leaders of many schools and districts expend tremendous resources 
on professional development focused on the implementation of literacy strategies in the 
secondary classroom with questionable results. Understanding the reflections, attitudes, 
actions, and behaviors of teachers who have received a year or more of sustained training 
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in literacy instruction may help other educational professionals to improve their own 
performance in the classroom and thereby help countless students.   
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS, RESULTS, AND INTERPRETATIONS 
Introduction 
Phenomenological research endeavors to understand the essence of lived 
experience through the capture of rich descriptions of those experiences (Moustakas, 
1994; Smith et al., 2009). The purpose of this interpretive phenomenological research 
was to explore the lived experiences and perceptions of secondary teachers who are 
translating professional development in literacy instruction to their daily professional 
practice. Through analysis of the lived experiences of these teachers, this study sought to 
understand the impact, if any, secondary literacy professional development had on their 
approach to classroom instruction, their overall feelings and beliefs related to the 
necessity of literacy instruction at the secondary level, and finally whether they believed 
the professional development had a positive impact on how effective they were as 
teachers.  
This study was composed of individual semi-structured interviews, a semi-
structured focus group interview, and four classroom observations where the researcher’s 
observations enabled the triangulation of the data collected throughout the study. In the 
original proposal of the study, 12 individual interviews and two focus group interviews, 
separating the instructors by subject areas, was initially planned. During the course of the 
research, however, two separate focus groups became impractical due to school 
scheduling constraints around state testing, other professional development required by 
the school sites, and conflicts between individual instructor calendars. Thus, one focus 
group interview consisting of both English and social studies instructors was held, and 
one additional individual interview was added, for a total of 13 participants in the study.   
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This chapter presents the significant findings collected from one focus group and 
13 individual interviews, beginning with an introduction of each participant in the 
research. Twenty questions were employed during individual interviews and 10 questions 
during the focus group. The chapter continues with an overview of key findings 
illustrated and explored through the direct quotes of participants, and concludes with the 
researcher’s interpretations of the themes captured from the data.  
Participants 
 All names listed are pseudonyms chosen by either the participant or the 
researcher.   
Participant 1: David. David has been teaching high school for 7 years and is 
credentialed to teach English and social studies and has a master’s degree in education. 
His undergraduate major was history, but he found job prospects thin due to the number 
of other teachers holding social studies credentials looking for employment. To make 
himself more marketable, he passed state exams to also secure an English credential. His 
first 3 years teaching were exclusively English classes, but for the past 4 years, he has 
been able to teach social studies, the subject area he prefers. David became an educator 
primarily because academics were so appealing to him and he hoped that he might be 
able to pass along his curiosity and love of learning to his students. David is also a person 
who could remember vividly several teachers who had had a powerful and positive 
impact on his life, an impact he hopes to replicate in the lives of the students he serves.  
Participant 2: Steven. Steven began his career in sales, earning a decent living, 
but was never quite fulfilled with his career choice. After the events of September 11th, 
he felt a particular calling that it was time to do something different with his life. “I 
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wanted something more meaningful with my work and started to think about the world 
around me. I wanted to do something that had more, you know, that had some meaning; 
you know, had some redeeming social, uh, value.” Steven has been teaching social 
studies for 13 years and has a master’s in education. He described himself as someone 
who entered the profession with great passion, but without much in the way of any 
particular skill set when it came to actually teaching. “I didn’t have the training. But I 
cared and I was willing to learn and I was eager.”  
Participant 3: Sam. Sam has been teaching for 11 years and is another educator 
who came to the profession in a roundabout way. Sam had been a community organizer 
for 19 years, working in low-income communities in northern California. He worked with 
adults from a variety of diverse backgrounds who had difficulty working and interacting 
in the community around them. After seeing the impact his work had with adults, he 
began to wonder what the possibilities might be if he worked with a younger population.  
I saw these skills . . . people were learning organizing in their 20s, 30s, 40s, 50s, 
60s, 70s, and how much of a positive impact it had on their lives. And I thought, 
well, maybe I should start . . . you know, it would be nice if people learned some 
of this stuff a little earlier. And so, um, decided to become a teacher. 
Sam received a multiple-subject credential as well as single subject credentials in English 
and history and a master’s degree in education. Ten of his 11 years he has been primarily 
teaching social studies to English language learner (ELL) students.  
Participant 4: Maureen. Maureen has been teaching for 16 years and has a 
single subject credential in English and a master’s in bilingual education. Like some of 
her peers, Maureen came to the profession later in life, choosing to stay home and raise 
her family before pursuing a career. Maureen described herself as being very naïve when 
she first entered the classroom. Even though she knew many students in an inner-city 
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school would come from challenging situations, she assumed that, overall, students 
would behave and interact the way she had when she was a student, and that when they 
met her, and understood she was there to help them, they would respect her. “I was so 
eager and I wanted to teach them all of this stuff and build relationships and then . . . 
some of them hated me. And wow, you know that was just crazy.” Besides the initial 
shock of not being able to immediately establish a positive rapport with many of her 
students, Maureen was also amazed by how poorly prepared she and her colleagues were 
to actually help the students they were to serve. Despite the culture shock and the rough 
beginning to her educational career, Maureen is proud of the fact she is a teacher in a 
school that serves students who are often on the fringes of society and she remains 
passionate about the importance of education in their lives. 
Participant 5: Gregory. Gregory has been an educator for 8 years and has a 
single subject credential in English and social science and a master’s in education. 
Originally Gregory had not thought of becoming a teacher after getting his undergraduate 
degree. He intended to go to law school, but because of finances, he took some time off 
from school to support himself and his wife while she completed her degree program. 
During that time, Gregory began substitute teaching and discovered that working with 
students really resonated with him.    
Even into my first assignment teaching, I still had this idea that it would be 
temporary until my wife finished and then I would go back and and do the law 
school thing . . . my calling in life always felt like I wanted to just help people 
whatever I did. It, even my degree program when I was at university kind of 
gravitated toward that. History and political science because I wanted to find out 
the history of the struggles and then advocate for them accordingly. But when I 
began teaching . . . I learned, I mean I realized that, uh, if my, if my goal was to 
be an advocate who better than an advocate for children? And day to day who 
better than an advocate for children trying to help them discover an appreciation 
for knowledge?  
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Like many of his colleagues, Gregory had a passion for one subject area, history, but 
pursued a second credential, English, in order to make himself more marketable when he 
was job hunting. He also asserts that his passion for helping his students reach their 
fullest potential is as strong now as it was when he first began teaching.  
Participant 6: Emily. Emily is a teacher who always had an interest in helping 
children, but originally began with a degree in psychology and worked for a psychiatric 
and brain injury hospital. While with the hospital, she began a graduate program to 
become a psychologist with a focus on adolescent psychology. Around the same time her 
role at the hospital changed, removing her from the wards working directly with children, 
and placing her into the marketing department due to her ability to both interact with 
physicians as well as the media. It was during this absence from working with 
adolescents that Emily came to the conclusion that psychology was no longer the avenue 
she wanted to pursue. She did know, however, that working with children was where she 
believed she belonged.  
What I desperately missed was working with kids. It is . . . such a gift to get to see 
that, be part of that . . . have the idea that you could give them information they 
never possessed before and could influence their choices.  
Having a strong social justice background, Emily believed that inner-city children 
were the least likely to be able to advocated for themselves after high school, limiting 
their opportunities as adults. It was a desire to make an impact on this dynamic that drew 
her to secondary education. Emily has been teaching for 10 years and holds a single 
subject credential in English and a master’s in education. Her entire experience as an 
educator has been at the same inner-city high school.   
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Participant 7: Buster. Buster has been teaching for 18 years and has a single 
subject credential in English. While pursuing her undergrad degree Buster volunteered at 
an inner-city high school in San Jose. It proved to be a transformative experience.  
I did some volunteering during college with high school students at part of a class 
and I just loved the whole thing. I loved the teaching. I loved adolescents in 
general and I spent a year, my junior year of college, with a first year teacher. I 
just loved—connected with her and so she kind of mentored me and I watched her 
in her first year. I just kind of developed, you know, a desire to work with more 
at-risk students. I think just watching her and see . . . and just hearing their stories 
and know they’re just like any other kids and . . . just come from tough situations.  
Buster’s compassion for inner-city students continued throughout her credential program 
and student teaching. She worked at two other inner-city schools before settling at her 
current school 9 years ago.  
Participant 8: River. River is the classic example of the English teacher who 
began his career because of a passionate love for his subject area. Interestingly enough, 
River was not academically minded in the beginning. In fact, he considered high school a 
punishment while a student himself, and only managed to sustain passing grades because 
of his love for sports. It was during junior college that River discovered that he was 
beginning to love his English classes as much as he loved water polo, his favorite sport, 
and that whenever he was not in a pool, he was either reading or writing. It was the 
growing love of reading and writing that convinced him to become an English major, 
assuming he would be able to focus on the content he loved as a teacher.  
Once River was in the classroom, however, he quickly discovered that the 
majority of his students did not share his passion for classic literature, and that his ideas 
about teaching were going to need to change if he, not to mention his students, were 
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going to be successful. His sports background provided the bridge toward a change in 
thinking about teaching.  
I loved to read and write, um, and the idea of the practice part, of getting better. I, 
which is like sports, and I get that part of it, of teaching. Um, I love it. Um, now I 
mean. It’s the interaction, what I didn’t get then and what I love about where I am 
now is the interaction. It, the focus of the interaction between the teacher, the 
student, and somewhere in between is that content, but who cares what the 
content is?  
River has been teaching for 13 years and, while he originally thought he would 
eventually get his doctorate in English and teach college-level course work, he has since 
abandoned that idea, asserting that working with inner-city students at the high school 
level is where he belongs.  
Participant 9: Margaret. Margaret holds a single subject credential in English 
and has been teaching for 8 years. She believes she was drawn to the teaching profession 
because of altruistic reasons, combined with a long family history of educators.  
My great grandmother was a teacher, my grandmother was a middle school math 
teacher, my aunt taught elementary school . . . and so, I was adamant in high 
school that I was not gonna be a teacher, that was the one that I was not gonna do. 
But what I was drawn to was helping people, um, until on all those tests I was 
always, I tested as a social worker. Then in college it just kind of hit me, taking a 
history class. I have a really good professor and I was like, “I want to do this, 
okay, okay, I hear the call.”  
Margaret’s entire experience as a teacher has been at the same school, even as a student 
teacher, giving her a somewhat unique perspective as much of her initial instructional 
repertoire was directly touched by Pebble Creek Labs, and she was quick to note that 
overall she had no previous experience to work in opposition of what she was learning 
from Pebble Creek.  
 Participant 10: Dmitri.  Dmitri began his journey in education outside the 
United States, taking a position in textbook publishing in Mexico City right after 
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completing his undergraduate degree. After editing textbooks for 2 years, Dmitri 
concluded that anyone who was working on textbooks intended for students should have 
a deeper background knowledge of what was needed in the classroom. He applied for and 
was hired to teach language and literature in a bilingual school in Mexico City that 
catered to upper middle class families. The position was part of a program created by 
Cambridge University, offering instructors teaching English as a foreign language a 
master’s in education after 2 years of coursework and teaching. The program turned out 
to be a good fit as it connected to Dmitri’s beliefs about teaching and learning.  
I think I knew that ever since I was in high school, I’m probably going to end up 
being a teacher. And definitely part of that was focused on the idea of 
communication, that people learn by communicating ideas, bridging 
communication gaps, so that was sort of my philosophy. Like my job isn’t to say, 
“Here are these things, learn them.”   
Dmitri holds a single subject credential in English and Spanish and has been teaching for 
10 years: 2 years in Mexico City and the last 8 years in Sacramento.  
 Participant 11: Eleanor. Eleanor began her career not completely convinced she 
should be an educator. With a strong interest in social justice, she was interested in a 
variety of approaches to serving her community and society in general. She described 
herself as idealistic, someone who was looking to connect to something bigger than 
herself. “Well, in terms of feeling like you can make an impact in the world, make a 
change, make a difference.”  
 Credentialed to teach both English and social studies, there was also a part of her 
that wondered if her call to service would not be better served by practicing law. Her first 
few years teaching was at a comprehensive high school that was eventually closed by the 
district and then reopened as a charter school. While she was invited to continue teaching 
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under the new organization, she decided to take the opportunity to explore whether or not 
law was her true calling and left education for 3 years to complete a law degree. 
However, the pull of teaching never left her fully, and she eventually found her way back 
to the classroom after reconnecting with a colleague she had worked with before the high 
school was closed. Eleanor has 15 years total teaching experience, 10 consecutive since 
returning to the classroom.  
Participant 12: Molly. Of the participants in this research, Molly is the most 
veteran teacher in terms of years of experience, with 21 years in the secondary classroom. 
Her undergrad degree was completed in emotional disturbance, she has a single subject 
credential in English, math, and social science, and her teaching credential carries a 
special education component. Her multiple credentials allow Molly to teach all grade 
levels of English, math, and social studies to her students in the mild/moderate special 
education program at her school. Originally, Molly thought she would be an elementary 
teacher, but was offered a position at a high school and found that working with 
adolescents with special needs really resonated with her, especially as adolescents were 
cognizant of some of the differences that separated them from their peers, where 
elementary children often were not.  
I enjoyed the secondary level because the kids are a little bit more… human. Um, 
they’re [laughs] . . .they, um, are on a reality level, you know? Proms coming, 
they’re getting a driver’s license. They are curious about jobs. They’re starting to 
realize that life is going to be taking hold soon.  
 It is an understanding that she is a critical component of the bridge that transitions 
students with disabilities, who have many safety nets and supports in the public school 
system, to a world that will often have little patience for their special needs that drive 
Molly’s work ethic. Her focus is to do everything she can to make them the most 
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productive and independent adults they can be when they leave high school. This task is a 
difficult one for many teachers in regular education, but one that takes on a whole 
different set of challenges for teachers working with students who enter the adult world 
with a variety of special needs.  
Participant 13: Chavez. Chavez holds a single subject credential in history and 
has been teaching for 7 year. Like Emily and Margaret, all of Chavez’s experience has 
been at the same high school, but unlike Emily and Margaret’s experiences, the social 
studies department had not begun training with Pebble Creek the first 4 years Chavez was 
teaching. She became a teacher because of her upbringing and the fact that her own 
education gave her a different perspective about how her life could potentially be in 
comparison to the experience of her parents.   
As, like the daughter of emigrant parents, as I grew up in the Sacramento/Delta 
area, um, it was just, I remember I, I had some great teachers. I remember feeling 
empowered in school, it was a very positive place for me.  
Because of that personal experience with education and the very real consequence 
it had on her life, Chavez is dedicated in her focus to replicate the experience for as many 
of her own students that she can. She is passionate about getting to know her students as 
individuals and in making her classroom a place where students are not afraid to both 
speak their minds as well as make mistakes. She spoke repeatedly of creating an 
environment in her classroom that was academically, socially, and emotionally “safe.”  
Findings 
 Though many of the educators took divergent pathways to become secondary 
teachers, they all had similar experiences to share both in terms of what initially called 
them to the teaching profession as well as their experiences after becoming teachers. 
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While all participants of the study are highly educated and motivated to have a positive 
impact on the students they serve, they were unanimous about the myriad difficulties 
faced by teachers who serve secondary students and how ill prepared they were when 
they initially began teaching in terms of helping those students who, among other 
challenges, were significantly behind in grade-level literacy. All participants were 
unanimous in their recollection of the complete change of the teaching and learning 
culture once literacy professional development and consistent collaboration support were 
implemented at their respective schools. They were also unanimous in their agreement 
that the professional development had a powerfully positive impact on their capacity to 
help their students as well as their ability and skill level as a secondary instructor. Figure 
5 illustrates the horizons and themes that emerged from the captured data.      
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Figure 5. Analysis of codes to capture emergent horizons and themes. 
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In order for a phenomenological investigation to be valid, the data collected must 
come from rich descriptions of the essences of lived experiences (Moustakas, 1994; 
Smith et al., 2009). The individual and focus group interviews collected for this research, 
along with observations of classroom instruction and the review of artifacts shared by 
instructors provided a rich source of data of the lived experiences of the 13 teachers 
building literacy instruction into their pedagogy. The data were grouped into horizons 
and analyzed to identify the following four emergent themes:   
1. All participants felt they had been ill prepared for the needs of students that 
entered high school substantially below grade-level literacy.  
2. All participants asserted that sustained literacy professional development had 
a profound impact on their teaching practice and has drastically improved 
their instructional effectiveness.   
3. All participants talked about a fundamental change in focus that put teaching 
students literacy skills (interact with text, question, make connections, and 
critically think about source texts) before content-area knowledge.  
4. All the participants spoke of the need for sustained professional development 
in order to build a professional community among educators.  
The following portion of this chapter explores the four identified themes in 
greater depth and provides the reader a richer understanding of the participants’ day-to-
day experiences, perceptions, beliefs, and actions by providing verbatim quotes related to 
each specific theme.  
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Finding 1: All Participants Felt They Had Been Ill Prepared for the Needs of 
Students Who Entered High School Substantially Below Grade-Level Literacy 
A complete lack of preparedness for the classrooms they entered as new teachers 
was an experience common to all participants. The first finding is composed of three 
subthemes that built on each other, beginning with the credential programs and 
culminating in the first few years of teachers’ experiences in the classroom. The first 
subtheme is the lack of any meaningful or practical focus on secondary literacy in the 
credential programs the participants completed. The lack of attention on secondary 
literacy and focus on subject area content reinforced secondary teachers’ perceptions that 
literacy was not part of their instructional responsibilities. The culminating result was a 
dependency, reinforced by the schools that employed them, on direct instruction and a 
concentration on the amount of content covered rather than amount of content mastered.  
 Teacher preparation programs. The majority of the participants (7/13) had no 
recollection of specific literacy training in their respective teacher credentialing 
programs. Of the six instructors who could recall some aspect of literacy training, their 
recollections were limited to elementary- rather than secondary-level literacy. Indeed, 
two of the six had elementary literacy instruction in their professional development 
because they held a K–6 credential in addition to their single subject credential(s).  
Steven was quick to express his feelings on how much literacy training he 
received while completing his single subject teaching credential. “That’s gonna be a short 
answer, ’cause I didn’t get much. Um, it was . . . pretty much everything in that credential 
program was crap. Um, I ah . . . I kind of feel like I bought my credential.” Margaret 
echoed Steven in her recollections of her teacher preparation program. “Um, I don’t 
remember. I don’t remember any literacy training. I remember that my credential 
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program was, um, so not helpful.” Maureen was the most succinct when asked about any 
type of literacy training in her credential program. “Zero. Zero.”  
Participants who did remember some aspect of literacy training in their program 
recalled details that were fragmentary and noted the exposure was either focused on 
elementary populations and/or did not make an impact on the instructor in terms of 
developing useful classroom skills to support literacy development. As Chavez recalled,  
We had one course and it was from. . . . She was great, actually. It was, but she, 
her expertise was K–6. Decoding and like using, um, manipulatives which 
actually, I think is really great, you know. She was great, innovative, but it was 
nothing along the lines . . . she was very much about trying to help kids 
understand reading and I, I respected her for that, but nothing along the lines that 
we were trying to do here as far as teaching the skills, making the skills 
transparent. 
 Dmitri could also recall some aspects of literacy instruction in his credential 
program, but was unsure if what he remembered was actually presented in relation to 
supporting literacy development, or supporting ELLs.  
So, we looked at, for example, improving students’ use of academic vocabulary 
which, to me, I think relates to literacy because if they have that vocabulary, 
they’re going to be stronger when they’re reading, you know, text books for 
different classes, things like that. I know I received some instruction and 
strategies like um, I think it’s called reciprocal teaching? Where it’s, like, they 
read a paragraph, summarize, question, maybe it’s clarify and predict, or 
something, so you know some of those strategies. But it was more of a bits and 
pieces, here and there, rather than seeing it as a lens, like the focus of this module 
is on literacy strategies. 
 Years later, as a veteran teacher who usually has at least one student teacher in her 
classroom each year, Margaret shared her observations that the experience of the student 
teachers she comes into contact with seems consistent with the lack of literacy training in 
her credential program.   
My past two student teachers have been from [names state school in the 
Sacramento region] and it doesn’t seem like a whole lot has changed, because 
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when they come to my classroom and see how we are teaching, and then take that 
experience back to their credential program they’re, they’re like, “My colleagues 
don’t understand, my colleagues are, nobody knows what, what we are doing, 
what we are doing is so different,” and I am like, “Yeah, I know.” The credential 
programs still seem to be the same, they’re still cranking out that same ditto or 
what have you. You know, I feel like Common Core has been such an easy thing 
for us, because we are already doing it. We’re already focused on literacy 
strategies and that helps us with the Common Core, especially in social studies 
that, um, encourage us to use the primary source documents. Maybe Common 
Core will finally impact the way credentialing programs handle literacy at the 
secondary level.  
 Content-area mindset. With the lack of intense literacy training in their 
credential programs, it was not surprising that as the participants entered their profession, 
the concept of having a role to play in the literacy development of their students was 
undefined for several (3/13), and nonexistent for the majority (10/13). Of those who had 
thought about literacy as an aspect of their role as a secondary instructor, none had a clear 
idea of how to go about the process of teaching or supporting the literacy needs of their 
students. Dmitri summed up his attempt to help students become better readers in the 
following way.  
Um, I, I think I saw myself, I knew I should have that role, and I, but at the same 
time I know that I hadn’t fulfilled that role previously as a teacher, um, beyond 
just saying, “Read.” I had started getting into the idea of independent reading a 
bit, having students, um, you know, like, students need to be able to choose books 
they like and again, that they want to read, and um, helping them pick books—
trying to hook them on reading. I guess that is how I saw my role.  
 Buster could also recall having a general idea that literacy was something she 
should be working on as an English teacher, but without any clear idea of how to 
approach the problem.  
I think I did, I just didn’t know how to do it. Um, because I, I always had practice 
reading going in my classroom but I didn’t really know how to make that work. 
Like, I tried, you know like, reading at my own desk and, you know. . . . Why 
aren’t they, why aren’t they reading? You know. And then, like, doing the 
expressions on my face [laughs] about my book, you know, like, “Why aren’t 
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they getting it?” And I would talk to them about the books they were reading. I 
always encouraged, like, free choice reading. But for free choice reading they 
have to be able to read, um, I did, I remember at [names previous high school] 
getting kids that couldn’t read. And I was like, “What the hell am I supposed to 
do?” 
Even Molly, who had some literacy training in her multiple-subject credential 
program, was at a loss to translate any of what she had learned to the secondary level 
when she became a high school teacher.  
Yes, in terms of the goal is to help students be literate. Not necessarily that I was 
thinking about teaching literacy, so I always know my goal was that I wanted the 
kids to be able to read better, be able to understand better, but I don’t know that I 
ever thought about the process of teaching literacy. Um, I was also trained in the 
language program. It’s a lot more of basic reading I think goal than, um, maybe 
looking at literacy as a whole but getting students to read. It was a decoding 
program, nothing really beyond that . . . not the whole process that it takes to be 
literate.  
Of the 10 instructors who had not considered literacy as part of their 
responsibilities, a focus on covering content was the area most referred to in terms of 
what they believed was their main responsibility as secondary instructors. Many of the 
participants initially thought of literacy as a skill honed elsewhere, or in the case of 
Chavez, the concept of literacy seemed removed from the secondary subject areas 
altogether.    
So, in terms of entering into [names school] I mean, I think . . . uh, I don't . . . I . . 
. I certainly don’t think I had a literacy mindset. I mean, I think it was more 
covering the content. (Sam) 
I don’t remember much through social science of any sort of push towards that. It 
was always just like, “How fast are you getting through the material? Are you 
going to make it to the end of the text book?” It was a focus on pacing and, you 
know, content that had to be covered. Not, “How do you get through the text 
book?” (David) 
Um, I didn’t have really any thoughts or ideas about it. Now, my thoughts were 
that the English teachers were gonna teach the students how to read and write, and 
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then I would teach them the content and the two would be seamlessly fused 
together. (Steven)  
I had no idea it was just gonna . . . I had no idea. Sometimes literacy to me 
doesn’t sound like a skill. And I think that’s, I think here it does now, but out of 
here, before my Pebble Creek training, literacy sounds like another subject area. 
(Chavez)  
Emily’s statement perhaps best represents the overall feeling of the majority of 
the 10 participants who originally began their teaching career without any clear idea that 
literacy instruction would, or even should, be part of their responsibility in their content-
area classroom.  
I do remember being shocked when I came to [names high school] and was . . . 
became a teacher here, that we didn’t teach books. I just was like, “How do you 
not teach books? That's why I’m an English teacher.” You know? That’s it, I love 
literature and I love reading, and for me, it was an opportunity to explore different 
worlds and um . . . and how can that not be here? I remember my principal one 
time, he was telling me, “We don't teach literature here. We teach literacy.” And I 
remember saying, “How can you not teach Romeo and Juliet?” I was like, “That 
is a shared cultural experience of like, the American high school narrative. Like, 
how do you not do that? It's like saying you don’t teach To Kill a Mockingbird,” 
and then he’s like . . . “We don’t.” I’m like, “You’re breaking my heart.” It was 
quite a shock, um, and I kind of . . . I grappled with it for a while . . . um, I 
thought I would be a literature teacher, absolutely. Yes, yeah, I, I . . . I did not 
believe it should be, um . . . I felt like it was dumbed down. But I will say that for 
me, my true literacy training was through Pebble Creek and that experience 
transformed the way that I looked at literacy at the secondary level. 
 Approach to instruction. Beyond their shared agreement that their different 
credentialing programs failed to prepare them for teaching students who fall into the 
“achievement gap” category, all the participants who had not begun their teaching career 
with Pebble Creek Literacy Labs believed what their respective schools offered by way 
of support and guidance was also severely lacking.  
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A singular focus on direct instruction was the common thread from the instructors 
when reflecting on their approach to teaching before literacy training. Sam’s description 
of his early years as an educator was directly to the point.  
Oh, I . . . well, I think my experience with the self-contained class, it was just like 
survival. You know? So I can’t . . . I don’t think I really had . . . I mean, I would 
basically just get through the day. It was clearly how to apply those concepts into 
the classroom, which I really didn’t have . . . I mean, I was just . . . I probably had 
some ideas, but it was just fishing around. 
Margaret echoed Sam in terms of her first years being a matter of survival.  
The first 3 years, I was kind of in survival mode and like just in my classroom. 
We were not using Pebble Creek yet, and additionally I was, when I first started 
teaching, in the first couple of years I taught SDAIE [specially designed academic 
instruction in English] classes all day. And that was kind of like a mind-numbing 
experience. Like, I remember the special ed. teacher handing me the history book 
and be like, “Okay, teach them this chapter.” And then, like, so I just stand up 
there and read it to them. Um, and that certainly didn’t seem right at all. [Laughs] 
It was like, “Well, it’s just SDAIE kids,” they’re like, “Nobody cares what you do 
in there.” I’m like, “I probably could do anything” . . . so it was really just, like, 
you know, you’re a history teacher, just out there on your own. Because nobody 
else knows what to do with these SDAIE kids . . . so have at it.  
David’s description of instruction was representative of many of the instructors 
who had not been immediately immersed in Pebble Creek training at the beginning of 
their career.  
Um. Pretty direct, I would say, when I first started. You know, it was, um, I think, 
I, I think of it as trying to kind of build a base, and just make sure information is 
across. So my first year or two of teaching, I didn’t move much beyond that, and, 
um, I cringe when I look back at it a bit. My approach to instruction was pretty 
limited, I would say, my first year or two of teaching, um in comparison to how it 
would be like today. I would say there was a lot of note taking in class. That kind 
of thing. And a lot of listening to me talking, then we would stop and we’d do 
some activities in between. Um, but I would say like the backbone of the class 
revolved around, you know, notes. And, that, um, direct instruction in that sense.   
Gregory was more specific in his assessment of how he originally approached 
instruction, as he worked for a high school that scrupulously followed state standards and 
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had adopted a pacing guide that teachers were held to throughout the instructional 
calendar—an approach Gregory quickly figured out did not suit the students he was 
serving.   
Scope and sequence. For, uh, for literature books because I was teaching uh, 
English 9 at [names high school]. So it was whatever the scope and the sequence 
said. Actually, out of the text book. I followed the pacing guide and all the 
struggles that go with that. All the, the stresses of not being with the pacing guide 
when I was told I should always be close to the pacing guide.  
The stress and just the depression knowing that my students weren’t actually 
learning anything. Because it was too fast, too much. Um, all the wrong questions, 
the wrong materials. I mean, you, you, you can’t teach The Hero’s Journey in 3 
days and have them understand and appreciate it. You can’t teach parts of The 
Iliad or The Odyssey. You can't . . . and, and have them understand, you know, 
the, the human struggle and, and, that's the . . . and what was so funny about it is 
that that’s the essay question at the end.  
I’m going to give you, you’re going to read five chapters from The Iliad and The 
Odyssey, you’re going to do it in 3 days, and then I'm going to ask you this, this 
ridiculously large question about, like, about the nature of humanity based off of 
what you learned in 3 days of a, of a severely cut up piece of, of amazing 
literature. But that’s what scope and sequence did. 
 Molly also reflected on her direct approach to instruction, how she tried to 
interject a more hands-on approach, but always seemed to find her way back to a more 
traditional execution of teaching.  
Um, seriously was probably direct instruction, off the board, um, I remember we 
had chalk boards. There was no white boards at the time. I mean it was big 
technology when the white boards came in probably about 4 years in teaching 
[Laughs]. Um, so I would say probably a lot of direct teaching. Um, I probably 
did try to do a little bit more of hands-on kind of things, um, than more of the 
older teachers did when I started teaching because I started teaching at the age of 
like 20.  
And, um, uh, I was the youngest one on campus obviously when I started teaching 
and so I would try some different things and do some different things and, um, 
and it wasn’t frowned upon but it was different. You know, I was . . . I . . . I 
taught a health class and they were doing the circulatory system so I did red dye 
or as pink, but pink dyed and blue dyed spaghetti and they had to outline the 
circulatory system. 
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You know, it was just like kind of stuff that, you know, trying those different 
things but I would say primarily it was direct instruction. “Open your book to this 
page. We’re going to talk about what this section is and then you’re going to do 
the questions outright.” Or maybe I would lecture for a while before they went to 
work in the book. And then I would do . . . if they have questions over the text, 
they bring their text and we’d sit and look and “What are you . . . what are you 
looking for?” So a lot of me in front of the room and then “Here’s your questions, 
go ahead and work on your stuff now.” Not very engaging, I would say.  
Maureen rounded out the beginning experiences of the veteran teachers reflecting 
on the start of her career at a school where there was really no support at all.   
I asked a teacher who had been here for a long time, “What am I supposed to do 
with these English learners? How am I supposed to teach them?” They [the 
teachers] gave me books and books. They [the students] did a lot of workbooks 
because I didn’t know any other way. . . . Some of them needed to learn their 
ABCs . . . some of them knew how to speak, but they didn’t know how to read 
and write in English . . . but, you know, they [the students] were all different. You 
know, so, but yeah, we just . . . the kids and I kind of worked through it together. 
Trial and error.  
 Neither reflections on credentialing programs nor years spent in classroom 
practice resulted in any of the participants expressing a strong belief in their effectiveness 
as a teacher. Nor did any speak of data, whether quantitative or qualitative, they had 
observed in their classrooms that led them to believe what they were providing on a day-
to-day basis was successful in helping their most needy students experience academic 
success. As reflected by Maureen, “Yeah, you’re just in survival mode, you don’t, you 
know, yeah, I knew my kids some, but not to the degree that I would now.”  
Finding 2: All Participants Asserted that Sustained Literacy Professional 
Development Had a Profound Impact on Their Teaching Practice, and Had 
Drastically Improved Their Instructional Effectiveness  
 One of the most relevant findings of this research was the consistent assertion of 
all participants (13/13) that professional development in literacy had made them better 
teachers overall. Whether talking to instructors with several years of teaching experience 
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before their experiences with Pebble Creek Labs or the teachers who began their careers 
immediately immersed in the training, all participants were steadfast in their belief that 
literacy training had a positive impact on their pedagogy as well as their own abilities to 
facilitate learning. While Finding 1 was composed of three sub-elements, Finding 2 was 
singular in its focus: building literacy instructional repertoire.  
Practices and strategies that promote student engagement was the area of 
emphasis noted by all participants when relating their experience with literacy 
professional development. The change in the levels of engagement by students when 
literacy instructional strategies were implemented had a profound impact on the 
instructors, many of them noting that literacy training finally made them feel like “a real 
teacher.”  
Of the participants interviewed, Margaret was the most direct in her assessment of 
how the literacy training changed her as an educator.  
Your content can be anything. Um, and having that, that freedom um, I feel like I 
could teach anywhere because I have a bag full of literacy strategies that I can 
apply that will help any, any student at any level with any, uh, language issues, 
um, with any content. And that is, that, you know, that builds confidence and I, 
you know, I feel like I um, that’s uh, that’s a strength that I walk away with. 
In terms of the impact literacy professional development had on his craft, David 
explained the importance of building an instructional repertoire in this way.  
I was so limited, because I think I was just, um , I, I didn’t have a whole lot, um, 
in my pocket, or whatever right at the time. And, um, I would say, less comfort, 
natural comfort in the classroom, so it took a while to build up a desire to 
experiment with different things in a sense, and to kind of have that realization 
that if you try something and it fails, um, that’s okay. [laugh] It’s like, you might 
want to, but it was like, I think, er, it was a little bit intimidating, which is why I 
think, um, maybe direct instruction is, ah, easier, the kids do pretty 
straightforward stuff.  
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Pebble Creek changed that. I, ah, remember Kelly having us read “The Pedagogy 
of Poverty” and I was like, ah . . . “Oh my God, that’s me.” My instruction was . . 
. um . . . more about, ah, compliance than learning. I mean, of course I, ah, wanted 
them to learn, but I was delivering my instruction more in a way to keep them 
quiet, to keep my, ah, control of the classroom environment. Pebble Creek gave 
me the tools to break that contract that, ah . . . what was his name? . . .  Haberman, 
Haberman . . . talks about in “The Pedagogy of Poverty.” Over the course of those 
2 years, I, I, ah, I became a teacher that suddenly had a bunch of tools that 
engaged my kids, and made me feel like a real teacher, because I could see the 
engagement . . . I, ah, more consistently, ah . . . could see learning taking place in 
my classroom.  
Chavez related a similar experience in terms of feeling like she was given a clear 
path toward student engagement and making an impact on the actual learning taking 
place in her classroom, and that she now had real rationale and reason behind the 
decisions she was making in terms of instruction.   
One of the first surprises was the concept of, ah, multiple touches. I mean, before, 
you read something once and you moved on. Or you gave it as homework and, ah, 
[laughs] you hoped they read it before they came to class . . . but you know, you 
read it once and you were done. You moved on. Now here comes this literacy 
training, and we are reading things, like, over and over, and I was just blown 
away. I was, “Wow, this makes so much sense, look how much we are getting out 
of this.” The kids are going, you know . . . I mean, they are going to get so much 
more out of this. And I was like, the first few days of training, I was like, “Why 
the heck hasn’t anyone taught me this before!?”  
So yeah, first multiple touches was the big shock, but then the other strategies. So 
the read aloud method, you know, really broken down and why it’s important and 
the multiple benefits of that. Um, the think aloud method is something I actually 
just recently mastered for the last 2 years, I was kinda weird about that. . . . Um, I 
think I was doing it more. . . . I didn’t understand the Part B. Part A is, you think 
out loud comments that you would do [in your head] as a reader. Modeling . . . . 
right. Modeling how a good reader thinks . . . not just reads words . . . and that’s 
it, right? The Part B part is, you can understand, going back and having to say, 
“Okay, why do you think I asked those questions? Go back in and highlight, and 
then the discussion what follows that. Ah, so why did I highlight that? Oh, okay, 
that’s why.” Um, and kind of incorporating that into understanding of content.  
So what pieces, what types of text do you use for think aloud? What types of text 
do you use for read aloud? That’s huge, too, the choices. Um, well I’ve learned 
that with read aloud, it has to be beautifully written. The more descriptive, the 
more engaging. That, on top of, yes, complement to your content, that’s your 
100 
  
priority for the read aloud and the think aloud. If it is not beautifully or powerfully 
written, you don’t want it. But that is the thing, I now have purpose, a reason, for 
the text I choose, and the instructional strategy I, ah, I use with the given text.  
While the concept of multiple touches was a surprise to Chavez, Molly found the 
training reinforced some things she already intrinsically knew, but had either forgotten or 
had not practiced in the course of her work with special needs students.   
I think that it’s helped me go back to “you need to read stuff multiple times,” just 
like anything and I . . . and I talked with the students about this, too. I said, “I 
have a difficult time just reading something sitting at my desk.” I said, “I would 
rather see somebody talk about it. I would rather see somebody act it out, you 
know, whatever.” I would rather see that than have to sit than read some. So I tell 
the kids, I said, “I have to actively re-read stuff 2 or 3 times especially, if it’s a 
long, if it’s a memo or something. I’m . . . I’m fine.” 
I said if it’s a long reading. I have to re-read things 2 or 3 times. So I kind of lead 
in with that when we talk to the kids about why are we doing this again and 
again? And then sometimes, the kids will point out something we didn’t notice the 
first time we read it. I’m like, “That's why.” You know, and so using those kind 
of, um, things makes me remember different skills and yes, it’s . . . it’s . . . Yeah. I 
mean I feel . . . I feel more adept. I guess [laughs] . . . I feel more secure in my 
teaching. I feel like I’m doing more what the gen. ed. is doing, which is the goal, 
and so I feel like I’m doing more of a service to my students. Um, I’m trying to 
take them down a similar path to what their gen. ed. peers are doing, um, in a 
different way because it’s not going to be the same way. 
I feel that it’s giving me a broader way to approach things. And I feel like it 
always helped me . . . I have to say it’s probably helped me figure out other ways 
to do adaptations or do scaffolding or do modifications for kids. I feel like a real 
teacher. You know, I know it’s a terrible term to use, but it makes you feel more 
like a real teacher.  
Dmitri reflected on not only the strategies, but also that the training had the 
instructors in the role of the students throughout the professional development, giving the 
teachers a real understanding of what it was like to experience the strategies and 
approaches to learning firsthand, before their students experienced it in the classroom.  
I think the main thing is you can’t, you can’t read about teaching strategies and 
learn them. You have to, the typical thing, you, I mean, you, you have to 
understand the theory about it to an extent. And I know they’re, and I’m on the 
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fence on how much theory you need to understand sometimes, and when 
understanding theory actually happens. Like, I don’t think you can fully 
understand the theory before you learn the strategy. I think those processes are 
parallel. Um, but, so you need to see it done, um, you need to try it out as the 
student, so you need to be aware, what, how does this work for students and have 
a good sense of what the student is feeling when doing it. And then you need to 
practice it, so, um, without the trainings, I don’t think I would have been able to 
bring in many of the strategies.  
Maybe some of them I might have done naturally, like, “Oh I read this, you know, 
website about coolteachertips.com and I found this and I’m going to try it,” but, a 
lot of times when you do it like that, like, “I’m just going to take a stab at it, see if 
it works” . . . I don’t think it lasts. I think you try it, you fail, and, and it’s a 
failure. That makes you say, “I don't want to do that.” 
Sam echoed Dmitri, relaying his belief that the literacy training made him a better 
teacher because the training went deeper than just a collection of strategies or activities 
that were thrown together haphazardly. That one of the most profound benefits was that 
professional development was about building the professional instructional capacity of 
the teachers.  
Well, the inductive model is clearly . . . I mean, it’s very . . . well, the idea of 
providing, you know, examples . . . having students read those and then categorize 
and then add to the categories and . . . and the multiple touches. And, you know, I 
was able to apply this, you know, I was able to create an ELD version of the 
strategy . . . it’s called the picture word inductive model. Where, you know, 
students, again, you know, they identify words, categorize them, add to them, turn 
them into sentences, expand them.  
So, I mean, that’s one clear example that’s good. And more than just, you know, 
the, the closes and read alouds. I mean, I obviously knew about read aloud. I think 
what’s different out of Pebble Creek is it provides . . . it’s clear. It’s in the context 
of the strategy. It’s not a tactic. It’s not just, like, a one shot, “Let’s do this.” It’s 
just part of a broader strategy. Um. And that enables me to have a much clearer 
idea of the big picture, to see what are opportunities that will reinforce that big 
picture. 
Without sustained literacy training, I would have just been groping. I mean, I am 
sure I would have probably, just through trial and error . . . figured out a series, 
but it would have been painful for me, and painful for my students . . . and 
certainly a longer process.  
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 Emily also focused on the impact literacy training had on her as a teacher, 
transforming her into a professional educator who was proficient in understanding the 
specific learning strategies that she now had at her fingertips and when it was appropriate 
to employ them.   
The literacy training taught me better instruction, and I’m . . . and I’m much more 
intentional about my practice. I know why I’m doing what I’m doing. I have these 
strategies and I can apply them in any setting, I can be quite intentional with how 
I apply them, when I apply them.  
Okay, this kid, we’re doing, um, categorization, all right? So we’re doing a data 
set, the kids have to put them into categories. The inductive model is what you’re 
practicing, the data set is the strategy you use and people use them 
interchangeably but the . . . the inductive model is about getting kids to deduct 
from the information, you know, how things connect, how they go together, and 
why that has meaning. What’s the purpose of that? What does that . . . what are 
the bigger concepts that are there that we can pull out of that?  
And so, what I can do is then, if I see the need for . . . if a kid’s struggling with 
that, well, I know the strategy, and I know its purpose so I can say, “All right, 
well, let’s look at these three exemplars. What, what is . . . highlight the words 
that you see they all have in common, okay? What do those words mean?” Right, 
so I, because I know the strategy, and I know its intent, I can apply it where I see 
it needed. 
Gregory also expressed his belief that literacy training gave him insight into the 
use of instructional strategies and curriculum design that he had never had before, making 
him a more thoughtful instructor who was able to easily adjust to the changing needs of 
his students. He also related his belief that the literacy professional development he and 
his colleagues received was a precursor of things to come.  
So, again, like, going back to the scope and sequence, I didn’t know why I was 
teaching it or even really truly how the hell to teach it. I just knew that they need 
to be on Page 37 by January 10. And if kids asked, “Why are we doing this?” if I 
answered honestly, I would have said, “I really don’t know. It says we should be 
right here in the manual.” But that changed with the literacy training. With 
literacy training, we were treated like professionals, and trained to be 
professionals.  
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Now, when I am teaching something, depending on the strategy I am using, I can 
say to my students, “We are doing this today because it’s going to make you a 
better thinker. Um, or it’s going to make you a better writer. Or it’s going to help 
you communicate your ideas through whatever media you, you want to, a little bit 
better. Because I have chosen the activity based on the specific skill set we are 
learning.”  
I think it’s guided who I am. I am the teacher I am because the training I had in 
Pebble Creek. I don’t, I wouldn’t know how to go back and teach like scope and 
sequence. If our district reversed 180 and said, “No, no, no. What we want to do 
is teach content and let the reading and writing take care of itself through the 
college level,” I wouldn’t know how to do that. And I don’t think I would want to 
do that. Um, I feel slightly vindicated because I believe that, you know, the 
Common Core push is basically the literacy training we received from Pebble 
Creek. Uh, you know, we were doing, we were doing Common [Core] . . . what I 
tell people is, “We were doing Common Core 10 years before there was Common 
Core.” 
Because reading and writing on a deeper level, looks a little different in social 
science that it does in English than it does in science, than it does in math. But it’s 
equally important in every subject. And that’s the type of training that I got with 
Pebble Creek. 
Without exception, 100% of the participants asserted that literacy professional 
development made a significant impact on their ability to effectively facilitate learning in 
their classrooms. During classroom observations, the researcher observed all of the 
strategies and practices described in the interviews in use with students. Student work 
from data sets hung on classroom walls. Students working in small groups created 
categories from the source documents they were reviewing. A social science class 
engaged in a read aloud as the students took material on Mandela and, through statements 
and questions, created the beginnings of a KWL chart on one of the classroom walls. In 
all classes the researcher visited, without exception, active engagement with text around 
subject area materials was taking place in the classroom.  
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Finding 3: All Participants Talked About a Fundamental Change in Focus that Put 
Teaching Students Literacy Skills (Interact with Text, Question, Make Connections, 
and Be Able to Think Critically About Source Texts) Before Content-Area 
Knowledge 
 One of the subthemes of Finding 1 was that the majority of the participants did 
not think literacy instruction a primary responsibility when they entered the profession. 
Finding 3 reflects a complete change in belief concerning literacy instruction and the 
content-area teachers. In fact, the content-area instructors who participated in this 
research reflect much of what was documented in the literature review covered in 
Chapter 2. Instead of a conflict with their content area, the participants reflected on how 
the literacy strategies positively connected students to the subject area materials being 
covered. This revelation was so absolute that their overall focus as instructors switched to 
a “literacy first” methodology to instruction. Finding 3 is composed of three subthemes: 
literacy skills first, a student-centered approach, and student growth.  
 Literacy skills first. Margaret was originally very content-area-focused when she 
began literacy training with Pebble Creek, but her day-to-day experience changed her 
perspective.  
I definitely think that I approached, um, like with the content in mind. Like, in, in 
the, in the first year, you know. Like, and maybe I was doing the strategies that, 
that Sam was, you know, having me to do. But I still, I didn’t think about it as, 
like, you know, I’m a literacy teacher, I was like history. I must teach them the 
historical things. But I wasn’t making any real progress, like, doing the book, and 
lecturing didn’t feel right. But the training, what we’re doing there and thinking 
about helping our kids with skills, like, that felt right. I’m like, “Oh, this is what 
we’re supposed to be doing.”  
Um, literacy and learning. I mean, the bottom line is that, it doesn’t matter what 
you’re teaching if your students aren’t able to access that material.  
And, um, you know, in social science, there’s, I think the majority of us are now, 
one of the metaphors we use, um, like, the, the literacy skills are the car. And the 
content is just the freeway. That’s just the road we’ve chosen to get to you know, 
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our goal. That our goal is literacy, you know. Like, that’s, that’s what we’re trying 
to do. And content, our content just happens to be history. 
Margaret also shared what the experience has been like when working with other 
history teachers within the district. For many years, when she and her colleagues shared 
their instructional approach, literacy skills first, they were met with scorn. That dynamic 
is now changing due to the adoption of the Common Core.  
When we do work with other schools and other history, social science teachers, I 
get a lot of, like, the stink face. [Laughs] You know, like, you know, when we, 
our history, our social studies department has met with other schools [social 
studies departments] and they’re like, “Oh those [names her school] weirdoes.” 
And they think we’re doing, like, nothing, you know. They think we’re, like, 
babying stuff. And I’m, like, “No!” And now . . . and now look who’s following 
along. Now everyone wants to know how we are doing things.  
Steven talked about a blended approach to instruction, where direct instruction 
was still a component of pedagogy, but not the main focus. Rather, the idea that literacy 
skills taught within the content area went beyond surface-level knowledge and was a 
means of helping students think in different ways depending on the subject area or 
content they were covering.   
I do direct instruction. I mean I’m pretty good at it, but I don’t think that I’m, you 
know, I don’t . . . it might be . . . you know, it is weird to do direct instruction and 
not be stuck on the facts. You know, we have . . . like, I teach, you know, maps. 
We have a map. My students, on Wednesday, are gonna take a map test of 
Africa—56 countries or something—with names that they can barely say. So, you 
know, they’re scared. But they always do so well on it, because we have so much 
fun with, you know, the process of memorizing the names. And we come up with 
mnemonic devices, stories, and so, um . . . most of them are gonna remember 
them. So, direct instruction has its place, it’s a piece of, there is still value in 
memorizing facts.  
He then switched gears to building skills that go beyond memorized facts, arguing 
that this was the area where instructors needed to have students spend the majority of 
their instructional time.  
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I think, the process is being aware of what goes on every day, and then second, 
noticing that the content is there to serve building some skills that we want. I 
think that there is . . . particularly among the social studies teachers, um, um, a 
focus on the content as opposed to the skills. So, on the facts for their own sake, 
rather than you, you know, the process. So instead of . . . focus on scientific facts, 
or this book or that, we need to teach skills that promote thinking . . . you know, a 
historical way of thinking, or a scientific way of thinking. 
David also echoed the idea of getting beyond surface-level facts in social science 
by relaying how literacy training changed his mindset about instruction and then relating 
a personal story from his own educational experience and its connection to how literacy 
training has helped him transform the way he teaches.  
I see teaching, er, in history, in social science, as a skill-building, um, class. I, I . . 
. . there’s different skills for a history student and English student, um, or similar, 
but, you know, it’s got to be, um, I’ve got to teach them how to analyze historical 
documents. I’ve got to teach them how to read those . . . er, stuff in history. I have 
to teach them it’s not all about just having them memorize everything, um, 
because if they want the information, they can find it. It’s about stoking the 
curiosity, and it’s about giving them the skill with which to, um, interact with the 
material once they discover it. So, um, you know, to put it into context, and put it 
into meaning, so I see, I see teaching history as a skill, er, as the skill being, um, 
more important than the content almost. And, um, I think, literacy training kind of 
shows you that, because literacy training’s all about building skill in the student.  
It’s, it’s not . . . it doesn’t matter which novel they’re reading when they’re, you 
know, what they’re reading with the literacy, um, it’s not about the content, it’s 
about giving them the skills so that if they want to pick up that newspaper, that 
novel, or whatever, then they can read it, and understand it, and put it . . . and 
analyze it, and that sort of thing. So, um, it’s definitely helped shift my 
perspective, er, in history too, where it needs to be a skill-based discipline.  
I tell them [his students], um, that, you know, I, I loved history, and I got a 5 on 
the AP European history test, and a 4 on the AP US history test, and I took like 
six history classes within my electives in high school, like, it was always the thing 
I did, and then I went into college, and I wrote an essay in history class, and I got 
a D on my first essay, and that was, like, because the way I was taught history 
didn’t set me up for the way that it’s taught in college. 
Yeah, and the, the comment on the essay from the TA who had graded it was, 
“You are just regurgitating what the professor said in class.” I was just . . . . I had 
quotes in there, I had a thesis, but I wasn’t saying anything new or important or 
anything like that. I was basically just regurgitating content. Um, and that’s not 
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what historians do. So, um, we’re just starting that a little bit earlier with these 
guys, and that they’ll be better set to take a college history class, if they, um, have 
that skill set.  
It is all . . . it is literacy, it’s being able to understand what the, um, . . . what 
you’re reading, and it’s being able to communicate that through, er, through your 
writing, and, um, it is, it’s all literacy. Everything’s literacy. [laugh] You can’t 
interact with anything without it.  
 Emily, whose expectations of being a classroom teacher was more traditional in 
nature, her original focus being the English canon, reflected on the change of heart 
facilitated by the literacy training.  
Fortunately, we had a ton of support, especially early on when Pebble Creek was 
just being introduced, um, with Kelly Young, the developer. Um, and we also had 
several teachers here [names colleagues]. But we had a few teachers that [sic] . . . 
had experience and, um, and so while . . . at first it sounded off, um, . . . seeing, 
actually seeing the materials, seeing the fact that, “Oh wait, there is rigorous text. 
It’s just truncated or . . . you know, it’s broken down into, um, easily digestible 
pieces,” but it all builds towards each other was kind of affirming, where it’s, like, 
“Okay, you haven’t thrown away’ like, reading,” you know? 
It’s just that it’s different, it’s expository text versus literature and, um, . . . what 
we’re doing with it, what I quickly learned through the training was that, um, it 
doesn’t matter what the text is . . . if you don’t know how to read it, then you 
don’t know how to read and so knowing how to read gives you access to any text. 
So really, especially at the ninth and 10th grade for us, that’s our fundamentals, 
um, it’s about giving kids the skills that they have lacked in order to be able to 
open up the world of reading . . . and that, you know, and that was a big . . . a big 
change. 
How can you talk about, um, and not even, not even like . . . irony, what is irony? 
Not even that so much as, um, connection and interpreting a text so that it has 
meaning to you. You can’t do that if you cannot read. And so . . . and I think that 
was the other thing, um, especially at a school like ours. We have kids coming in 
that are far below grade level with their reading comprehension and fluency and 
so while we want to say, “That’s an elementary school thing, or in middle school 
they’ll catch it,” the fact is, it is a lifelong thing. 
Dmitri also reflected on the fact that literacy skills are now simply woven 
throughout all aspects of his instructional approach, and that the literacy approach allows 
him to take students into the content in a deeper and more meaningful way.   
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Um, my thought is that, every day, there needs to be a focus on, uh, literacy 
strategies in my instruction. So, um, if every day we’re going to be reading 
something, therefore every day I should be able to talk with students about what 
they’re doing to get better at reading, because I never assume now, like, there’s 
not some path where it’s, like, “Okay, now you’re a good reader, so you don’t 
have to do this anymore.”  
Um, it’s just about upping–or, um, making the tasks or the content more 
challenging—so it pushes them a little further. So we’re always going to be using 
that variety of reading comprehension strategies.  
We always go back to visualizing. We always go back to asking questions, 
whereas it kind of, at first, it’s sort of, like, the habit of asking questions, now 
we’re at the point where, like, how do you ask a question that gets at what 
information you would need to understand this better. Or how do you ask a 
question that shows, like, “I understand this, and I can create a question that will 
make other people think deep, more deeply about it and understand it.” So, things 
that lead to metacognition and, um, that aren’t just, sort of, “There’s a right 
answer, so find this.” Um, I think that’s one thing that is one of the biggest and 
best practices.  
Chavez also focused on skills being vital to build the metacognition of students in 
order to help them be more successful in all areas of academics.  
You know, like just, um, in teaching metacognition. Um, and I feel like with the 
literacy training, it’s helped me prioritize things to where, um, my strategies now 
are aimed towards that. And that is how the strategies help build the skills. 
“What’s our purpose now with this?” With the read aloud, I wouldn’t say “I 
could, but it’s not always the point, like, what’s the main point? With the data set, 
I want you to be able to tell me what’s the main point. I want you to tell me, 
what’s the theme here?” Um, with the read aloud, maybe it’s more of about 
complex connections, asking questions, just getting kids to ask questions.  
Our kids, when they come to us, do not know how to annotate . . . you know? I 
didn’t really learn to annotate until I was in college. But we give them those 
thinking skills; we give them those tools of a scholar.  
 What was clearly revealed from the interviews is that none of the instructors 
believed their students were being shortchanged by, especially in grades 9 and 10, 
literacy instruction being the focus of the teacher before subject area content. In fact, 
while none of the teachers argued they covered more content than their peers in other 
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high schools, the overwhelming belief is that the content being covered is done to a 
deeper and more meaningful level, and that the skills being mastered by the students will 
enable them to be successful as they enter the upper grade levels where more complex 
analysis and interpretation are paramount.  
 Developing literacy skills is being truly student-centered. One other aspect that 
came to light in terms of this focus on skill building was the strong belief held by all the 
participants that their approach to instruction was an approach that was truly student-
centered. All participants asserted that this approach always kept the students’ needs as 
the primary focus of decision making.    
Maureen was very direct in her views of why literacy development made her class 
a student-centered environment, especially as she works primarily with ELL students, 
who often have the lowest literacy rates when entering high school.   
A lot of that is just telling the kids the purpose. “Why are we doing this? I’m 
doing this for you guys. We’re doing this for you. This is the strategy that you are 
going to use all through your life. This is how you make sense of a text. You 
know, this is how you pick out the most important part.” You know, because, um, 
we’re teaching them how to . . . something they’re going to use for the rest of 
their lives. You know, and, and I think just giving them purpose for it makes a big 
difference.  
Now, in Mandela, I’ve got one student, “Why do we have to learn about this guy? 
He’s dead.” “You know,” I said, “do you really . . . yeah, you’re learning about 
him, but you’re getting to be better readers and writers. That’s the whole purpose 
of this.”  
“The purpose is not to learn about Jamaica, or Nelson Mandela, or natural 
disasters. You know you can look it up on the Internet. We’re . . . I’m teaching 
you strategies so you can make sense of complicated text. Because you’re going 
to be using it all your life.” My freshmen don’t get it yet. But when they’re 
seniors and they’re doing their senior projects, they say, “Oh, I’m glad we learned 
how to do this when we were freshmen.” Because they can now see the value of 
it. 
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Emily described aspects of her approach that illustrate how student-centered 
literacy training has made her and her colleagues more competent in terms of both 
instructional approaches as well as physical aspects that facilitate the instruction and 
development of literacy. She was quick to point out that everything is supplied for the 
students, and that no student gets excused from instruction because he or she did not 
come with instructional materials to class.  
Well, I think that there’s some . . . there’s definitely some set-up that is different 
from an, an average classroom. Um, having the . . . their supplies that are kind of 
part of . . . um, the process, um . . . PostIts, highlighters, you know? I, I now talk 
about, like, you know, tools of the, you know . . . tools of the student, tools of the 
academic, you know? Um . . . so, so those are things I didn’t . . . because it’s 
literacy, I mean, it’s not literature, um . . . there, there were things that, that kids 
needed to make and I . . . it’s simple but, you know, the fact is that they’re using 
highlighters so that they can easily visually identify things . . . because most of 
them are visual learners. So just, simple things like that, that, um, you do have to 
kind of prepare your classroom for.  
Another component of Pebble Creek, although I, I think it’s just as it should be in 
every classroom, is the . . . uh, the classroom library. Silent, sustained reading is 
much . . . it’s a different experience here than I think at a lot of other places. Um, I 
think we get really . . . highly engaging books . . . um, kids can bring books, they 
can read whatever . . . I mean, I have books that if parents opened the cover, 
they’d be like, “What are you doing?” You know? Um, but . . . the fact is, we’re 
getting kids who had never read a book at all . . . and they have fake read through 
middle school, Hatchet, or whatever they’re teaching at middle school level . . . 
and then they come to high school and they think that they can fake read their way 
through, too, and it’s, like, “No, no, no, no, no.”  
Uh, so getting highly engaging, um, books is critical. Um, giving them a sustained 
amount of time that’s not too short, not too long, um . . . at ninth grade, it’s 20 
minutes every single day. Um, by 11th and 12th grade, they’re begging me for 
more than the 10 minutes I give them 3 days a week. Um, “Can we just read today 
please? Can we just read the whole period?” And I’m like, “Yeah man, sorry.”  
But, um . . . but I also think teachers have conversations with the kids about . . . 
uh, about their books. It’s not just, “You open your book, you close your book, 
our time is done.” It’s us monitoring, checking in with the student, and that also 
ties into the assessments that come along with fluency and closes, um . . . kids 
who read have higher fluency scores. Yeah, and so, um, the more they read, the 
better their scores get, and, and it’s always exciting to show a nonreader, once 
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they start getting books that they like, and they start reading, their baseline 
fluency and then their end of the year fluencies, where it’s, like, “You have grown 
two grade levels in your reading ability, you know? You came in as a fourth-
grade reader, and now you're like, an eighth-grade reader. Keep this up and you 
will be at grade level in no time.” 
Emily focused specifically on the needs of the student, and thus a student-
centered approach, as being the motivation to their approach to instruction.  
The skills are applicable any place, right? They are good learning skills, but 
especially true when you teach in an urban setting, where you have kids for whom 
they can’t access content because they lack skills in order to access it. You 
understand your priority is to open the door for kids to learn skills so they can 
access anything. Ah, and so, very clearly, your priority is established, whether 
you like it or not, if your kid does not understand what the hell is going on in 
Shakespeare because they can’t even understand English language because they 
are still reading letter for letter, because they have no fluency, because they have 
gaps from childhood, your priorities are established for you.  
Another common aspect of what the instructors believed was an example of a 
student-centered approach was a focus on instructional time and how that dynamic played 
out consistently in a literacy-based classroom compared to the more traditional model. 
Margaret believed that literacy training had completely changed the dynamic of her 
classroom in terms of where the focus was during instructional time. In other words, 
removing the classic teacher dynamic of “sage on the stage” during instruction, and 
instead having the majority of the time with students engaged in academic work was the 
one of the best examples of a student-centered classroom.  
Uh, yes. I constantly am thinking about, like, “What did my students do? Who’s 
doing the work?” So, and that’s something that [names principal] in the past 
talked about. Like, “Who’s working harder, you or the students? Because it 
should be the students. If you're having to run it all,” I remember one of my 
conversations several years ago, and he's like, “You, you gave instruction and 
then everybody was in these groups. And then what I saw happening is you’re 
like running from group to group, like re-tutoring the students. So like, that’s not 
what should be happening. The instruction happens or, and then modeling, or 
whatever it is. And then like, the students do, do the work. The students are doing 
the work.” Um, and so that has definitely been a focus for me.  
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River also came at the student-centered concept from a perspective of who was 
the focus in the classroom: the teacher delivering instruction or the students engaged in 
academic work?   
Like, my wife [who teaches in the same school but a different department] is very 
good at keeping it short. She scripts out what she’s going to . . . I don’t like to 
script out what I’m going to say. Uh, uh, and I don’t. Uh, but sometimes I have a 
tendency to go longer than I actually think I’m going and that’s a problem. I 
would, I would put it more like, “I’m going to take 2 minutes to do it, deliver my 
instruction, and I went over on 4 uh, to, to give a, a, um, um, kind of a um, 
context build of Caught On the Shore, because we’re reading it for magical 
realism,” right. . . . “And I want to tell you, like, a quick summary. And it’s 2 
minutes and by the time I look down, now it’s 4 and I’ve lost Jenny, and I’ve lost 
Johnny, and I’m probably, like, “Oh, shoot, I’d better, get, get to the point.”  
Buster believed there was a mix of student-centered versus teacher-centered 
aspects to her classroom. She believed overall that her classroom was definitely student-
centered, while still having an aspect she considered more teacher-centered; however, she 
noted that her classroom dynamic is very different from what she observed of her master 
teachers during her credentialing program and she tied that responsibility to her students 
to being a professional in the classroom.  
My classroom is student-centered in the sense of it’s about them. Where they are. 
What they need. Teacher-centered in the sense of it’s my job to provide them, you 
know, with those things. 
Um, so I have to facilitate my student-centered classroom. You know? I mean 
watching like my, the master teachers. I had good ones, um, but they were still 
very, they talked a lot. You know. Um, and there was much more the teacher 
talking than the students talking or the students working. Um, I think Pebble 
Creek is like that shift. That, that was . . . it’s not about the teacher talking, you 
know. We’re talking and it, and the reason we talk is all, there’s a reason. You 
know, it’s to get them to do something and to do the processing. . . . Whatever the 
activity is.   
I think Pebble Creek, that the focus, there’s a lot of focus on, you know, having 
your shit together. You know, like, . . . before class starts. And, and not only, just 
pushing yourself to know about literacy instruction and, you know, reading 
research and preparing. Not just, you know, flying by the seat of your pants.  
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Um, and that, you know, there’s that idea that it’s just, um, it’s not acceptable for 
someone to not be learning and participating, you know. I mean yeah, okay, kids 
have a day they need to put their head down or whatever. I’m not talking about 
that, but I remember at [names first school she worked at], literally, there was one 
teacher where the bad kids were all in the back talking about whatever the hell 
they wanted and he was in the front teaching to the good . . . to the kids that [sic] 
“wanted to learn” and they’re, you know, taking notes. And it’s like, “What the 
hell is that?” 
Um, so yeah that idea that, you know. I, I think Pebble Creek also validated that 
it’s a profession. And we have a higher standard that we should rise to. 
 Student growth. The final element from the theme of prioritizing literacy skills 
ahead of subject area content was the academic growth that all participants consistently 
highlighted. Students who came to the schools with literacy rates far below grade level 
showed marked improvement in their literacy growth over the course of their 9
th
 and 10
th
  
grade year. While this phenomenological study is not quantitative in nature and specific 
data related to literacy growth of students were not collected, it was important to capture 
what the instructors shared about their impact on student academic success.  
Elanor was quick to point to folders and boxes of data that she has been collecting 
throughout the year in order to track the data of her students.  
And so then we have our close and fluency scores, and we have our school-wide 
writing assessment. Not only from, you know, each year, but the whole building. 
So I have, um, over there I’ve got folders and so I’ve got kids writing assessments 
from ninth grade, 10th grade. Yeah, we have, I mean I keep saying, um, we’re an 
EdD or PhD candidate’s dream, because we have folders that follow kids from 
ninth to 12th grade. With writing assessments, closes, fluencies, portfolios in their 
best work with them reflecting. I mean, it’s data.  
So, um, when I think about the writing assessment, I can tell you that most of my 
ninth graders come in and they’re not on the rubric, or barely on the rubric, and by 
the end of 10th grade, most of them have moved over into the 2 category. So, uh, 
so we see lots of growth in terms of being able to track it.  
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 Gregory also noted the long-term gains he could see in the students because he 
taught both under and upperclassmen, giving him daily access to the assessments and 
work samples that had been collected on the students as they progressed each year.  
I see the growth not only just in my classroom, but [also] in, in, uh, proceeding 
[sic] classes as well. So I get them as ninth graders, like, I tend to focus on ninth 
grade, uh, so teaching geography or English 9. Um, and you, you know, when you 
get them in, they write at a certain level, they read at a certain level, and at [names 
his school], we track, we track that accordingly with fluency and close scores. 
And you can, you can see a, uh, um, a change in their, their fluency scores, their 
post scores by the end of the year, so there . . . so there’s empirical data there. 
Um, I mean, I don’t know if I can say specifically what their levels were when 
they arrived, but well below ninth grade. Well below. I mean we’re talking 
fluency and close scores that range from second grade into, to, you know, middle 
of middle school, but definitely way below ninth. 
And by the end of the year, we’re, we’re pretty successful at, at improving them, 
uh, getting them to grade level. Not, not everybody but . . . .years, years above 
and beyond where they were before. Uh, and that’s, that’s the empirical data and 
you can take it or leave it. You can poke holes in it, you can whatever. But, but 
there’s also just kind of, like, the feeling that, that they talk better, they 
communicate ideas better . . . whether through writing. They, they read better and 
not only do they read better, but [also] they understand what they read better.  
Um, and they’re able to connect it to their own experiences, like . . . it’s 
something they didn’t have before.  
 Dmitri also focused more on his own perception of student growth, noting that the 
quantitative data could be examined any time by anyone who was curious.  
Yeah. Um, so, one thing that I feel, is, I guess, sort of a minor triumph for me, is, 
when I first would teach the inductive model, and even within the teacher notes, 
there’s some suggestion, “Okay, have them think and then give them these 
categories and have them do it,” like, and so I would do it like that, and obviously 
when you give kids categories they, they can do it.  
But when you start pulling away that crutch . . . then they’re, like, “I don’t know, 
I don’t know, I can’t come up with a category,” and I just found, like, for my first, 
maybe 3 years, I really had a hard time for kids making meaningful categories. 
And part of that was, and I understand, like, I would have this routine, “Well, 
there’s 35 exemplars and every exemplar must be in a category, and every 
category must have between three to six,” so talk about, like, unnecessary routines 
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. . . that, um, are mainly created so students don’t slack . . . but actually kind of 
limit thinking. That was one of those ones. And so, for these past 3 years, um, I 
have stopped giving kids categories.  
Now, we’ll look at things, and I’ll, I’ll, you know, show some concept attainment 
type stuff, or I’ll have them look at one exemplar and say, “I want you to find 
three different exemplars that maybe share something in common with that.” And 
then have them articulate, “Well, what, how, what’s in common?” And then, 
“Well, you say that, but that doesn’t.” And then we’ll be, like, “Oh, yeah, that 
doesn’t have anything to do with it.”  
So, um, I’m kind of at the point now where I can see that because of that shift I’ve 
made, my students are much more able to generate their own categories. Which in 
and of itself maybe doesn’t sound that important, but it means they’re able to 
disaggregate information in a way, and reassemble it in a way to make their own 
meaning. Yeah. And it goes back to the “who’s doing the work?” thing. 
 Maureen was also more focused on the growth she observed day to day in her 
classroom and the impact it had on her relationship with students and how they thought 
about themselves in terms of being a learner when they saw their growth throughout the 
year in the data that were collected.   
You know, it’s so rewarding. And not only that when the kids grow academically, 
they are bonded to you for life. They are, like, they feel like you’ve done 
something great. And I, and when we had our last academic conference, I said, 
“Um, you know the kids’ fluency scores had grown, you know, had grown so 
much, you know, no help from me basically. You know basically they're doing 
it.”  
They are doing it. I give them the opportunities and I give them . . . I facilitate it, 
but they do it and so when they’re doing it and they’re seeing that they’re doing it. 
I can’t make a kid’s fluency score improve. I can’t make his comprehension 
improve. He has to do it.  
No, and they’re just, like, and they, . . . freshman year, they don’t, they don’t get 
it. Freshman year, they see they’re proud that they’re, but by senior year. It is 
amazing, and then later on . . . I mean like one of my, um, students from . . . he’s 
25 now, brought me a huge bouquet of flowers for Valentine’s Day. Because he’s, 
like, “Because of what I learned in your class, I could graduate from college.” 
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Margaret also shared the importance of the data being collected in a systematic 
way so that students would be able to track and understand their own growth throughout 
the year, making a positive impact on their intrinsic motivation.   
Um, and so we have this spreadsheet and in my SLC  [small learning community], 
the English teachers, [names teachers]keep it. And we’ve looked at it and we can 
see where our students are, um, we can see that growth is occurring. I have my 
students do for themselves, because, I mean, growth means . . .   
I, you know, I can, I know they’re growing and things. But, like, for them to 
understand their growth so then we do a reflective portfolio. I saved all of their 
folders for each unit and then we go back through and we say, like, um, “You 
know, there are certain things that we’ll do in each unit.” 
And I’m, like, “Okay, pull all of those out from the beginning. Let’s look at them. 
How did you do ABC? Did you have evidence here? Was your commentary . . .” 
Because it’s cool and now you’re, like, you know, like, can you see your growth? 
So that’s where the power is.  
I mean, me knowing just is, like, “Good on you, [names herself].” But, like, them 
knowing,[the students]that’s powerful. Like, they can take that and grow from 
that. 
 Finally, David shared his personal beliefs about his students’ success, noting that 
he was going to have quantitative data at the beginning of the 2015–2016 school year 
because both he and another teacher taught a senior international baccalaureate (IB) class 
on the same subject. While he and the other teacher had initially tried to collaborate, 
David’s literacy-based instructional approach clashed with the other instructor’s lecture-
based approach to teaching.  
I’ll just be curious, when the course is done, and see how they perform on that 
final exam and see if it works. Um. The IB final exam. We have kind of a control 
group, because the other group going through, it is not doing the same sort of 
stuff, so we can kind of see if there’s any difference [in success rates for the IB 
exam, which are graded by the International Baccalaureate Organization]. 
There’s two history classes, and so I teach one, and another teacher teaches the 
other. Er, and so . . . same, um, same same content, same level, same everything, 
yeah.  
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We can have a little experiment to see if it makes a difference. [laughs] The other 
instructor is very content-oriented. And, you know, we wanted to do everything 
kind of the same, but I . . . about 6 weeks into the school year, we realized, like, 
you know, it just wasn’t going to work. Like, it wasn’t going to be organic to 
either of our teaching styles, if I were to give him this kind of literacy stuff, and 
then he were to give me, “Hey, have them do these notes,” type of thing.  
Um, and so I . . . we just kind of amicably went our own way, I mean, you need to 
know context and, and detail, but it’s all in written form. There’s no multiple 
choice. It’s kind of . . . there’s no surprise. So, um, a student needs to be able to 
really have a strong breadth of knowledge and, um, depth of knowledge in the, in 
the content, and then be able to communicate it through writing really well.  
This comment is significant in that David is in his second year of teaching a high-
level IB course, and this formal assessment will be the first time his students are tested on 
the materials. However, he believes strongly that the literacy approach to instruction, 
whether at the remedial level or the advanced level, is the best approach for the most 
profound impact on student academic growth and a deep, rich understanding of the 
subject.   
All participants were unanimous in their complete change of focus as a secondary 
teacher in their content-area classrooms. While each instructor still had a passionate love 
for their subject area, they were very clear in their recollection that their passion was not 
enough to help students deficient in literacy abilities access the materials being covered. 
Thus, literacy development not only became the vehicle that provided student access to 
subject area content, but also it allowed a deeper and richer dive into content-area 
materials as students’ literacy skills increased.  
Finding 4: All the Participants Spoke of the Need for Sustained Professional 
Development in Order to Build a Professional Community Among Educators  
The final theme to emerge from the research was the need for consistent and 
ongoing professional development to build a professional organization among faculty 
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members. Becoming a team was not an aspect that originally resonated with the 
participants. However, as their journey through literacy professional development 
continued, they found themselves more and more dependent on each other. Struggles 
with instructional concepts or data collection and interpretation necessitated collegial 
support. This initial interaction became stronger and more important to the instructors 
over time. Now, after many years of experience, they assert their collaborative 
professional learning community is as important to student success and teacher well-
being as the instructional strategies that originally helped transform the culture of their 
respective departments. The participants emphasized the follow components as 
instrumental toward the collaborative teams that were ultimately created: real work to 
create critical mass, a safe environment, and continual assessment.  
 Real work and critical mass. All participants of the study spoke of the 
importance of collaboration taking place around real, intentional work. The literacy 
training they were receiving had a day-to-day impact on what they were doing and thus 
gave them a common language when they were collaborating. They also shared that it 
was not a quick journey in terms of becoming successful collaborators, and that a 
significant amount of time was required for the instructors involved to reach a critical 
mass of full participation, especially around such a monumental issues as systematically 
changing instructional delivery.     
Sam reflected on the amount of time necessary in order to get even a department-
wide initiative, which Pebble Creek Training initially was, to take hold.  
I think one of the key takeaways that I’ve taken from Kelly’s training in terms of 
professional development is, one shot, where people parachute in, doesn’t work. 
You’ve got to have someone there who knows you, knows the students, doesn’t 
just come in and lead workshops, who actually sees you, comes, observes the 
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classes. You know, bringing in some hotshot for a 1-day workshop at the district 
office is just a waste of money. You have to build up a critical mass of teachers 
who are familiar with it and invested in it.  
Dmitri concurred; relating how all the professional development he had 
experienced prior to Pebble Creek lacked any real impact.  
Well, for me, I know that where I use to work, there was a once-a-month, like, 
state-mandated pull-out day . . . and it was really hit or miss and it didn’t feel very 
intentional. It often seemed, like, “Well, we might go over a few items of 
business, there might be a good presenter, there might not . . . and you might get 
time to do actual stuff you need or you might feel like you wasted your whole 
day.”  
Chavez noted that the whole initiative was a huge philosophical shift for her 
department, social studies, and because of that, a sustained approach was critical in terms 
of allowing some of the more veteran teachers the time necessary to come to grips with 
this new reality.  
I just remember, like, some of our first Kelly Young trainings, and with social 
science, and there definitely being, like, this great divide. It seemed like the newer 
teachers to [names school], you know, those of us who had only been there for 2 
or 3 years, and then, like, people who had been around for a while and they are 
just, like, “What is this? Kids are . . . you mean we are not going to teach latitude 
and longitude? They are going to get lost in the desert and die!” And I am like, 
“Well that’s not really relevant to our students who have never left [names the 
major street that runs through the school’s neighborhood].” And so, I just . . . 
some of us were all eager to jump on board, like, some folks, like [names a 
colleague], said, “Oh . . . like, this is real teaching, these are things I can take from 
here . . . and I can do this!” And then there were others, like, stuck in their ways, 
like, used to that, . . . by themselves kind of ways . . . ah . . . off . . . didn’t want 
change. 
David shared the opposite experience in terms of a strong start in the first year of 
professional development and how quickly it began to fade when it was obvious to the 
teachers the program was going to be cut.   
I’d say, like, one of the best parts of it was, you know, you go to a lot of 
professional development, and it might be, like, a day at the district office, or a 
weekend at something, and, you know, and, um, and it’s good, and you get 
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information, but, er, but it’s hard to keep it with you. Um. Pebble Creek literacy 
training, um, was because it was this process over the whole school year, and then 
even into the next school year. Um, you keep coming back to it, and that kind of 
follow-up, and, I . . . it was one of the things that actually made it, I think, more 
impactful than a lot of other professional developments.   
The second year, it was still great training, but is was pulled way back, and . . . ah, 
that is when those folks, ah . . . you know, the ones that hadn’t quite bought in . . . 
were still married to . . . er . . . the way it had always been done . . . they began to 
speak up a lot more . . . you know . . . kind of the, “Told you so, . . . it was just 
flavor of the month.” And so things mostly fell away. I think really only [names a 
colleague] and I really still use everything, otherwise . . . it’s back to business as 
normal. [laughs] You know. Department meetings that talk about . . . things . . . 
what textbooks should we adopt, ah . . . what are our copy allotments for the 
semester . . . you know. Um. There is definitely nothing that, er . . . ties us 
together as a team, or helps us really focus on . . . ah . . . the students. [Laughs] 
You know . . . um . . . those people it’s all supposed to be about.  
Several teachers also noted that professional development and teacher training 
needs to be sustained simply because teachers themselves often have no experience in 
these areas, thus are at a loss as to how build a collaborative community. David shared 
his observations that teachers are simply not trained in collaboration, and that without 
real work and guidance created by the professional development to sustain them, many 
instructors do not know how to interact with each other. He said, “I mean, it seems to be 
something I see teachers struggle with all the time. In terms of how we even collaborate. 
What are we going to do? We spend a lot of time looking at each other.” 
 As almost a direct example of what David had observed, Emily spoke about the 
thought of collaboration being completely foreign to her when she began her career.  
When I started here, Pebble Creek had just started. But as an incoming teacher 
with no experience, I had no clue that collaboration was a component of teaching, 
I just figured you went to your department, you talked about the textbook, and 
then you went and did what you needed to do in your classroom. . . . I didn’t 
understand the complexity . . . and the growth that you could get from the 
collaborative process.  
Buster concurred:  
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Going into teaching, that thought never occurred to me, of, like . . . collaborating 
with colleagues and working together to, like, . . . teach, that, like, never, that 
thought never crossed my mind. And when I tutored . . . or in student teaching . . . 
I never saw any other teachers meet, or . . . there was never any kind of talk about 
anything like that.  
Eleanor had a concept of collaboration with her colleagues, but noted how 
different her initial ideas were compared to the type of collaboration she became a part of 
through the literacy training.  
Collaboration, I think, my infant ideas of that were like, “Here, I did this really 
great lesson plan.”  Like, “Here, I’m gonna pass . . . I made copies . . . here.” 
Right? But there is just, like, I mean, there is . . . that’s not what . . . out here, we 
have looked at it, like, we have protocols for looking at student work in order to 
think about what we have done.  We are very focused now and we know how to 
interpret and talk about data.  
Margaret also spoke about sustained professional development creating a 
collaborative environment that builds the department’s culture, sometimes even at the 
eventual cost of instructors who would not work as part of a collaborative team.  
I think, um, when I talked about teachers that [sic] are unable to, um, adjust and 
collaborate, that comes from the world of literacy training.  
And like needing to be okay with letting go, of those lesson plans that you’ve 
done for years. Like, yes, that lesson was very cool. But now I think we need to 
let go. Because we’re doing this, this other, this different way.  
And yeah, we’ve moved on. And it’s okay, your students are still gonna be okay. 
And teachers that are more resistant to that or you had teachers come in and 
they’re, like, “This is how I do it.” And we’re, like, “Well you’re at [names 
school] now. We do it this way and you will tow the line or you won’t last very 
long, you’re gonna be miserable.” 
 Chavez noted that she realized what a strong team they had and what a shared 
vision they had created over their years of consistent professional development and 
collaboration during district-wide budget cuts a few years earlier. All American High 
School lost several of their newer teachers as more veteran teachers from other school 
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sites were surplused. The transition from the schools where teachers had taught more 
traditionally was almost impossible for the veteran teachers who suddenly found 
themselves added to the team at All American High.   
We got four new people . . . two of them were gone within the first year. They . . 
they just . . . you either, you either became part of the process or you stuck out so 
much that you didn’t . . . and it wasn’t for a lack of welcoming. I can’t tell you 
how many times people were invited and like . . . welcomed . . . and personally 
spoken to in a way that was, like, “We’re so glad you are here . . . this is what we 
are doing, let us share.” But there was such resistance because what we are doing 
is so different.  
Dmitri spoke about the importance of the sustained professional development and 
the weekly collaboration it created in terms of keeping his commitment to the strategies 
he was learning but that did not always seem to go the way they were practiced when 
implemented in the classroom.  
It was that weekly collaboration with teachers where we would get together and 
talk and people would share what was working and what wasn’t, that made me 
convince myself, that, okay, I’ve just got to keep at it, and I’m going to get to that 
level of, level of mastery that the other teachers have. 
Molly echoed Dmitri in that she found the collaboration helpful in regard to the 
support necessary when trying to implement something new as well as simply the 
reaffirmation that time with colleagues provided.  
It was really handy to hear how other people had struggles or what they did with 
things because that collaboration time was really important, I think. And then, 
even if I got to go to their department meetings, um, and hearing what they were 
working on next and where they were going, I’m kind of, like, “Okay. I’m . . . I’m 
pretty close there with you.” So it kind of reaffirmed that we were close to what 
the general education was doing. 
Emily also talked about the professional development and collaboration created 
by it from a more personal perspective, noting the sharing of data asks a lot from 
instructors and that meaningful collaboration involves a significant amount of time.  
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So, um, . . . academic conferences are really good and can present, uh, 
challenges to the classroom teacher, in that it forces us to be reflective and to look 
at real data, um, based on fluency and comprehension scores through closes, 
fluency, readings, um . . . they . . . so it’s really like a focused analysis of student 
ability and an assessment of our . . . is what we’re doing being effective? Which is 
a great conversation to have with kids, and it’s also wonderful that you talk about 
it with your colleagues, so it’s a very focused, “Let’s speak about our practice, 
what are we doing.” 
Some of the struggles with it, though, are that, uh, it’s really hard to find 
time to do, especially the fluencies, because you have to have the students read to 
you and um . . . you have an entire class. So finding time . . . and especially if 
you’ve got . . . say, you’re teaching two blocks. Um, and the blocks are 24 each, 
you know, you now have 48 students that you have to listen to . . . . but it’s . . . it 
is focused and it’s intentional and because of those things, it really brings out a 
true reflection in what you’re doing and what’s, what’s going on.  
River summed up the importance of sustained professional development and 
supported collaboration by his focus on simply how long it can take to bring people with 
different priorities together around a common vision.  
I think the Kelly Young training served as, like, a starter kit. And it’s not that it 
has to be a Kelly Young system, there are all kinds of systems, but to get to that 
level of collaboration, why I think it was easier for the English department is 
because so many of us got that starter kit really early on, to then open up, “Ok, 
now that we have this . . . we have something to talk about.” Because, you know I 
see this in the SLC [small learning community] that we are in . . . it can get really 
hard to get everyone rowing in the same direction and it takes . . . years to make 
that happen, even when you’re with great people, to kind of get that common 
vision.   
A safe environment. Hand in hand with sustained professional development and 
collaboration time was the need to build a safe community for teachers to share their 
experiences, frustrations, and even failures without fear of negative consequences from 
either peers or administration.  
Gregory reflected on how solid professional development that creates a common 
language can help teachers get beyond that initial discomfort of having their teaching 
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practices, data, and content-area knowledge publically examined and reflected upon, but 
that it is an environment that is not created quickly.   
So you talk, you talk about about kids. But then you you have commonalities in 
the language to help, to help kind of guide the conversation. So you’re going to 
talk close readings, you’re going to talk fluency, you’re going to talk 
improvement, but at some point in time, you’re also going to just talk about 
common things that they’re seeing in classes, common struggles. And that, that 
constant collaboration, that provides this area of, like, of, “It’s okay for me to say 
something and not be judged about it.”  
So for me to basically say, “Hey I don’t know how to do this,” and not worry if 
that somebody’s going to think bad about me because I just heard them say the 
same thing. And to have honest conversations with, that stem from that’ um, with 
the idea of just of genuinely and authentically, like improving your instruction 
and on some level also, um, affirming your struggles.  
Yeah, because you, you’ve got to have this, this, you know, you have to develop 
trust in and respect and . . . . for me, kind of the big thing starting off was, “Okay, 
you know, is, is there, is there something underhanded that can come from this? 
Will this make into some type of report, some type of, my file or something like 
that?” And you know, once I realized that, no, this is just about, this is just a 
conversation about where you are, the good things that you do, the good things 
that are happening in your classes and . . . and, you know, support for the things 
that could be better and, no, this will not make it into your . . . your teacher file. 
Then you know, as a group, that’s when the really good conversation started. But 
it took a significant amount of time to get there.  
 Emily spoke about the importance of the collaboration being built into the 
training, and that it was that cooperative process that allowed teachers to begin to reflect 
and to take the risk of sharing their insecurities with their peers.   
I saw that other people were having those “A-ha” moments in the training. And 
just the way that the training was facilitated made it cooperative. So I think it was 
in the training and was in, like, “Oh, not only your personal experience, it’s more 
like how are WE going to do this?” So I think it made us really look at each other 
and be, like, okay . . . and Kelly is just awesome . . . and he would just make us 
talk about, “How does this make you feel in your classroom? How does this make 
you look at things differently?” And it made us . . . share insecurities, and 
honestly, it took me a while to fully understand and really review teaching. Really 
learn to become a teacher. It was the way the training was set up, it was already 
starting the cooperative process . . . and we didn’t even know it.  
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 Buster agreed about the importance of creating a safe environment because it also 
had an impact on how she felt about herself as a professional, of being treated like a 
professional, and thus it allowed her to understanding the responsibilities of a 
professional. 
For me it was, like, like it was perfect timing because I had been teaching for 7, 7 
to 8 years when I was introduced to Pebble Creek, and so I had had all these 
district things that were, like, so insulting and just like . . . “Blah.” And then, um . 
. . it was, like, the first time where I felt respected as a professional. And I think 
Kelly does a really good job of that, of holding us to a professional standard, and 
that sense of respect, and I see that just carried on in department. In . . . with the 
English department, we really respect each other . . . and, like I was just thinking 
about doing the observations we are doing. Just, I have so much respect when I go 
into my colleagues’ classrooms and see what they are doing. And, it’s not a sense 
. . . it’s not a threat, it’s like . . . there is just this genuine level of respect for each 
other and we want to do well for each other also, and then, but we are also really 
open to, like . . . sharing our flaws, to . . . you know? And I think that comes from, 
just, it . . . it was created early on, that we respect our profession and kind of, 
we’re professionals . . . we can’t cooperate without that.  
Sam reflected on just how safe an environment was eventually created at All 
American High School as teachers even allowed themselves to be videotaped and then 
critiqued, an approach to teacher support that would terrify many classroom instructors in 
a more traditional setting.  
Well, there were lots of elements of that support from Kelley . . . like to come in 
and videotape us, and then he would evaluate it. I mean, he did that for my class 
and what ended up happening is, then I actually had invited him to come in and he 
showed snippets of the video and actually led our whole class, students and me, 
into an evaluation of both my teaching lesson and the students’ work in that 
lesson. And the fact that it was not connected to any kind of formal teacher 
evaluation process. It was focused on us developing our own abilities . . . was 
critical.  
 Finally, Maureen asserted that it was the safe collaborative environment that 
helped instructors build a team where open dialogue was paramount, allowing for 
authentic cooperation in order to keep everyone focused on the vision.   
126 
  
I think the cooperation between us comes from that safe environment that has, ah, 
been created, because we are comfortable talking about anything. Kelly wasn’t 
here every day. A lot of who we are [here] now came from how we eventually 
were able to work together. And that did initially come from the training. But I 
think the cooperation here on campus, between us, without Kelly, is more about 
“How are we keeping that spirit up?” It’s the check. “How are you keeping that 
spirit up?” “Are you falling back to maybe?” . . . this is my experience, “Are you 
falling back to certain things . . . are you losing the vision?” Because I think that’s 
the biggest aspect, for me personally, that’s a thing I can really say about our 
school and it’s because of the cooperation, we have a vision here. We have so 
much to work on, but we have a vision here, and . . . and it’s about skill building. 
And I feel like cooperating keeps you reflective and it keeps you thinking about 
how can I do this better.  
 Continual assessment. One critical component for meaningful collaboration 
between faculty members is the assessment of what is happening in the classroom. Data 
collected and shared becomes the focus of conversations targeting improved student 
success. Buster reflected on the aspect of data collection making her hold herself 
accountable, as well as organized, so that she was able to track data in order to be ready 
for collaboration sessions with her peers.  
I felt like it [assessments] kind of held me accountable. You know, I would have 
to know my data, know my students, set those goals for myself, and reflect on 
them. Uh, because it’s, that’s not easy to do. You know, to take the time to, you 
know. And it kind of, like, taught me about . . . you know, I have my system now 
where I have, like, my students and I have their data, and I have little things 
where I write down what their reading or their interests or whatever. That is what 
taught me how to do that. And, like, we were honest, you know. It wasn’t 
anybody trying to say, like, “Oh, I’m so great.” It was just like, “Oh, this totally 
sucked.” You know and how, we just ended up helping each other. 
 Eleanor focused on the impact assessments had on the department grade levels as 
a whole, changing the instructors’ conversations and helping to guide the instructional 
efforts of the participating teachers.  
We get together as a department and we start, first of all.. we map out what we’re 
seeing in our particular grade levels for each part of the writing assessment. And 
then we map it out as a grade level, and then the grade level teams get together 
and we start setting goals. For how we’re gonna change the curriculum to address 
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what we’re seeing. If we need to, I mean, sometimes . . . so we have the charts 
from the last 6 or 7 years documenting what we’re seeing in the fall and then in 
the spring. Yes. And then you’re working together and . . . we got really 
elaborate. I mean that’s . . . we are very collaborative. It’s nice.  
David shared his relief when Pebble Creek’s professional development began 
gathering teachers together to look at their assessment data, and why he believed that 
time spent with his colleagues was worthwhile.  
The assessments again. Yeah. Um, and so he [Kelly Young] would always be 
there for the formal ones, like, that, and those were great. I mean, there’s nothing 
like seeing like how your kids stack up next to the other teacher, and know that, 
like, you’re fine, like your kids aren’t like falling down, where everyone else is 
bringing them up, you know. Um. I would say my first couple of years teaching 
was so lonely, like, you don’t know if you are doing anything right. Your only 
feedback’s from the, ah, from the students, or, er, an administrator comes in, you 
know, four times a year . . . and you’re doing a dog and pony show. It’s not a full 
day. You don’t have any, like, yardstick to measure yourself against, and so it was 
real confidence building to have, um, a built-in way to do that.  
Anytime he [Kelly Young] came [to cover assessments], it sparked a conversation 
amongst all the teachers, because he would sit down with us, and we would talk 
about it and stuff, um, and so that was always, er, really valuable. It, it, always 
kind of . . . it’s crazy to me that teachers teaching the same subject don’t talk 
about data more. You know, that it’s all these little independent, like, fiefdoms, 
like, it should be, um, more collaborative. The collaboration, it takes time, but it 
makes for such better teaching.  
 Sam also brought up assessment, but related it more toward the teacher and the 
requirements it put on teachers in terms of stepping up and following through.  
I felt a real sense of support, but also of accountability. We met weekly, there 
were expectations of what we were doing and . . . ah . . . not only what we were 
doing in terms of class activities, but also . . . what were we thinking about? Ah, 
and . . . so it was just task-based accountability . . . it was intellectually based 
accountability. Plus . . . the, ah . . . assessments we were regularly doing . . . you 
know, ah . . . for students. You know, ah, I mean I didn’t . . . it wasn’t, like, a 
sense of, “Oh, if your students didn’t score well, there was going to be a hammer 
coming down on you,” but there was, you know, internally . . . right, if I, if my 
student assessments weren’t going really well, I certainly felt, like, “Hmm . . . you 
have to figure out what to do a little differently.”  
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While much of the focus from assessment was directed at the impact on the 
overall big picture in terms of growth and instructional design, Emily also shared how the 
assessments allowed instructors to bring things down to the level of individual students.  
So it [the assessments] really makes you think about each student, each of their 
abilities, their personal growth, and I don’t think, as teachers, we do a lot of that. 
We teach to the mean, we don’t teach to the individual. You have 1 hour to get all 
of this information disseminated, and so it makes you slow down and really think 
about each kid as a person, as a learner. What, what are their needs? Are they 
getting met? Where are they struggling? What else could we be doing? 
One of the most profound reflections came from River, who believed that it was 
the training around assessment and data that took teachers from simply receivers of 
information and instructional strategies to educational practitioners who claimed 
ownership over their craft. The work around assessment and data allowed for reflections 
and decision making that got to the heart of the teaching and learning that was happening 
in the classroom.   
The training gave us . . . skills and sophisticated analysis of learning and teaching. 
It is not just . . . how to teach this particular skill set, but why, and how does it fit 
into the bigger picture. And a big component, too, is reflection. Um, I, ah, think 
that collaboration on this campus is not only . . . it’s our, it’s our own professional 
development. We develop our own professional development in terms of not only 
sharing stuff, and . . . analyzing what’s effective, looking at student work and how 
we can then have that student work lead our next set of practices. But it’s a lot 
about reflection. What am I doing? Is it effective? What could I be doing better? 
How can what’s going on inform my own practice in my classroom . . . and that 
happens a lot in the collaborative process.  
What resonated throughout the findings was a complete and lasting shift on the 
part of all the participating educators around instructional pedagogy. Without exception, 
each instructor spoke about initially having a haphazard and instructionally ineffective 
approach to teaching that left them frustrated on a daily basis and resulted in little success 
with students most at risk of failure. Consistent and sustained literacy professional 
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development changed that dynamic and built both teacher and student intrinsic 
motivation as the stakeholders involved began to experience classroom success. Teachers 
began to feel more like professionals and developed strong collaborative ties between 
each other based on reviews of instructional practices and student data, allowing for the 
complete transformation, in the case of All American High School, of the teaching and 
learning culture of two departments. While the challenges of both schools remains 
constant, the teachers involved in literacy professional development believe they are 
equipped to effectively help the students under their care.  
Results and Interpretations 
 According to Smith et al. (2009), “The founding principal of phenomenological 
inquiry is that experience should be examined in the way that it occurs and in its own 
terms” (p. 12). The rich, descriptive personal narratives of the individual and shared 
experiences captured in this research sought to examine those perceptions and realities in 
their own terms. A fusion of the horizons, captured during transcription of the individual 
and focus group interviews, were interpreted into four distinct themes. These themes 
emerged from the lived experiences shared by the participants as they worked toward 
translating literacy professional development into the day-to-day pedagogy of their 
content areas. Much of what emerged from the four themes resonated with the research 
found throughout the literature review.  
Result 1: Teachers Were Ill Prepared to Work with “Achievement Gap” Students  
The first major theme to emerge from the data was the assertion from all 
participants that both teacher preparation programs and professional development 
provided by their schools sites was inadequate for them to successfully support students 
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who were significantly behind in grade-level literacy. All participants described the 
frustration they felt when they first began teaching and found reality did not match what 
they had expected when they chose teaching as a profession. The educational theories 
studied so diligently throughout their credentialing programs and the professional 
development provided by their districts fell short of the students’ needs teachers found in 
their classrooms.  
Some of the participants described their first few years as a matter of survival, of 
simply trying to get through the day. Others expressed their growing frustration of being 
held accountable to standards and instructional pacing guides that demanded results, but 
did little in terms of giving teachers tools to help their students meet those expectations. 
When they began their careers, the educational system that bestowed their teaching 
credentials and the schools where they ultimately ended up teaching failed to give them 
the tools necessary to facilitate the educational success of the students who were unable 
to access the content materials.  
The experiences shared by participants intersects with Lester’s (2000) assertion 
that while classroom instruction was becoming more literacy-based, instructor strategies 
fell far short of helping students engage meaningfully with text. None of the participants 
could relate any training or experience that helped prepare them for the needs of the 
students they were eventually going to serve. The majority could not remember any 
specific training related to literacy at all, while the few who did have some recollection of 
receiving literacy training remembered the focus being on elements of elementary-level 
literacy, such as decoding. A cultural mindset that is central to the belief systems of many 
educators, as Greenleaf et al. (2001) noted, “The conception of reading that is reflected in 
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the organization of schooling and curriculum in the United States is that reading is a kind 
of technical skill that one acquires once and for all early in the school career” (p. 84).  
This lack of any focus on literacy instruction reinforced the perceptions of all 
participants that covering content was their primary responsibility as secondary teachers. 
The opinion of the participants again reflecting previous research that noted secondary 
instructors’ reluctance to add literacy responsibilities to their work load (Brozo, 2009; 
Jacobs, 2008; Wilson et al., 2009). While some of the participants had a vague notion that 
reading was an important aspect of the secondary experience, it was disconnected from 
their perception of the day-to-day teaching and learning of their classrooms. Instead, it 
was seen as something separate, an ancillary activity. None of the participants 
interviewed entered the profession with an understanding that literacy development 
would be necessary in order to help their students’ access subject area materials. Those 
who did have some notion of the need for literacy instruction at the secondary level did 
not have the confidence or necessary skills to address those needs. The participants of 
this study echoing earlier researchers’ findings that secondary educators had no practical 
skill set when they found themselves in classrooms where the majority of their students 
could not successfully access the instructional materials (Bintz, 1993; Greenleaf et al., 
2001; Mallette et al., 2005).   
Result 2: Sustained Literacy Professional Development Had a Positive Impact on 
How Teachers Felt About Their Instructional Effectiveness 
The second theme to emerge from all 13 participants was the assertion that 
sustained literacy professional development had a profound influence on their teaching 
practice, drastically improving their instructional effectiveness. The impact of sustained 
literacy training was evident when many of the teachers spoke of “for the first time 
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feeling like a real teacher” once they began to implement the professional development in 
their classrooms. This change of perspective was focused on two separate but 
interdependent aspects of pedagogy: the increase and improvement of the teachers’ 
instructional repertoire and the response to that increase and improvement on the part of 
students.  
Participants all related stories of moving away, some more quickly than others, 
from an approach heavy on direct instruction and passive learning to one of inquiry, 
critical thinking, and energetic engagement by students. As teachers’ instructional 
repertoire grew, so did their confidence in their ability to facilitate learning in their 
classrooms. Teachers no longer measured the success of a class period by how compliant 
students were but rather by what types of questioning, interacting, critical thinking, and 
problem solving was taking place. The increase of their instructional repertoire and the 
capacity building to understand which strategies and materials to use depending on their 
goals for the lesson allowed the teachers to relinquish some of the control over their 
classrooms. This release, in turn, transferred some of the responsibility for learning from 
teachers to the students.  
While the idea of relinquishing control of the classroom may seem unrelated to 
why instructors believed literacy training had improved their teaching, it was critical to 
the transformational instructional experience teachers spoke about. The idea of 
surrendering any aspect of control was a difficult concept for the majority of the 
participants of this study. In fact, the negative descriptions of their early years teaching 
could have been lifted straight from Haberman’s (1991) “The Pedagogy of Poverty,” an 
essay that examines reforms needed in urban education (Indeed, David stated he saw 
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himself in Haberman’s bleak portrayal of the urban classroom). In his essay, Haberman 
wrote about an unspoken contract created by the pedagogy of poverty that teachers and 
students enter into year after year. It is a contract where students trade academic 
responsibility for behavioral compliance; thus, teachers and administrators confuse 
compliance for learning. According to Haberman (1991), “The students’ stake in 
maintaining the pedagogy of poverty is of the strongest possible kind: it absolves them of 
responsibility for learning and puts the burden on the teachers, who must be accountable 
for making them learn” (p. 292).  
When participating teachers implementing literacy professional development 
began to see their students exerting more energy during class time than they, the 
instructors, were, they understood the instructional dynamic of their classroom had 
changed. The instructors became facilitators, there to guide, while the students were the 
main catalysts for instruction. The students were taking part in the creation of questions, 
connecting the classroom materials to other texts and experiences, evaluating and 
synthesizing what they were reading and learning. The students were driving daily 
instruction because they were interested and engaged. They had begun to take 
responsibility for their own learning.   
The reflections of the Pebble Creek teachers intersect with much of what is found 
in the research related to the development of robust literacy instructional repertoire. In 
2001, Greenleaf et al. referred to this change in instructional approach as “teachers and 
their students as partners in a collaborative inquiry into reading and reading processes as 
they engage with subject-area texts” (p. 89). This approach is indicative of the changing 
classroom dynamics shared by Pebble Creek teachers, noting how their increased 
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classroom instructional skills engaged and built student metacognition and completely 
changed the educational experience of everyone involved. All instructors noted that 
student understanding went far deeper, intrinsic motivation increased, and students found 
more relevance as they actively engaged in the content-area materials. These assertions 
are reflective of data captured in previous research (Allen & Hancock, 2008; Botzakis et 
al., 2014; Chambers Cantrell et al., 2009; Damico et al., 2010; Fisher & Frey, 2008; 
Jacobs, 2008; Locke & Cleary, 2001; Moje et al., 2004; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008).  
Pebble Creek teachers also shared the experience documented by Weir (1998), 
when she changed her instructional practices from a curriculum “heavy on skills or facts 
and light on understanding” to a framework that stressed deep understanding and 
“carefully sequenced . . . guided learning experiences” (p. 459). In her research, Weir 
noted a fundamental change in the way her students engaged text and took responsibility 
for their learning. Observations of their students engaged in the same behaviors 
immediately resonated with all the teachers interviewed for this study. Once instructors 
realized they were quickly building an instructional repertoire that was fundamentally 
changing the dynamic of their classrooms, and that they were making real gains with 
even their most at risk students, their perspective of what it meant to be an effective 
teacher began to change.  
Result 3: Literacy Skills First, Content Second 
The third theme to emerge from the research was perhaps a natural progression 
from what the instructors were experiencing between their professional development and 
classroom observations. As their skills with literacy strategies began to increase, and 
students who had been apathetic in the past became more engaged in learning; the focus 
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shifted from subject area content to teaching and building the literacy skills of the 
students. This progression to a literacy focus reflects a deepening appreciation by the 
teachers of the complexities and interconnectivity of secondary literacy and content-area 
mastery, what Goldman (2012) called a transition from learning to read to “reading to 
learn” (p. 91). 
The participants of this study began to understand that improved literacy skills 
were critical if students were ever going to successfully access and interact with their 
content-area materials. Through literacy professional development, participants came to 
realize that the majority of their students began high school with the basic literacy skills 
that are taught in elementary school—skills the majority of the instructors originally 
thought were absent. This incorrect assumption leading instructors to believe that a lack 
of basic reading skills was the reason their students struggled with content-area materials. 
Through Pebble Creek, instructors came to understand that students needed instruction in 
literacy skills that went beyond the basic levels taught in elementary school. They learned 
that literacy instruction focused on issues such as comprehension and fluency, not 
phonemic awareness and decoding, were the critical areas where students needed support 
if they were going to successfully interact with grade-level text.  
Through the professional development, teachers came to realize that a focus on 
content materials before developing the literacy skills necessary for their students was the 
same as putting the proverbial cart before the horse. They could not achieve the one, 
content-area mastery, without first investing in the other, secondary literacy development. 
This shift in priorities, content-area teachers focusing on literacy skills over subject area 
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knowledge, was also the aspect teachers most often highlighted as evidence of being truly 
student-centered in their approach to instruction.  
The need to implement and strengthen secondary approaches to literacy is found 
throughout the research. Shanahan and Shanahan (2008) advocated for advanced 
strategies in the content-area classroom in order for students to successfully engage in 
disciplinary literacy. The call was echoed more specifically by Taylor and Kilpin (2013), 
when they concluded that the literacy skills necessary for success in secondary social 
studies was far beyond the basic literacy skills provided at the elementary school level. 
Like Taylor and Kilpin, the teachers involved in Pebble Creek professional development 
began to realize that literacy development allowed students to engage in the subject area 
materials at deeper and more meaningful levels. Even those who initially worried about 
the amount of content area covered enthusiastically embraced an approach that stressed 
depth over breadth. Instructors now understood that building literacy skills allowed 
students to create meaning and understanding from whatever document they were 
reading, regardless of the subject area.     
The teachers’ assertion that changing their priority to literacy development over 
content-area knowledge as evidence of a student centered approach is also reflected in the 
existing research. Both Chambers Cantrell et al. (2009) and Gross (2010) found the shift 
from a teacher-centered mindset to a student-centered mindset a key component to a 
teacher’s successful pedagogical transition. While there was growing understanding of 
the importance of teaching literacy strategies in the content-area classrooms, the final 
factor that helped teachers stay the course were the academic gains of their students. The 
teachers experienced an enormous amount of pride when they began to track and share 
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the data from their classrooms. Not only were they proud of the literacy growth and 
improvement in content-area learning, but also the impact on students themselves was 
palpable. When instructors saw the impact that legitimate success had on their students’ 
self-perception of academic ability, it cemented their dedication to the instructional 
approach.   
Result 4: Importance of Sustained Professional Development in Order to Build a 
Professional Community Among Educators 
The final theme that emerged from this study was the assertion from all 
participants that sustained professional development was necessary to maintain the 
instructional changes that took place within the classrooms that first year. While the 
relevance of the literacy training was apparent to all the participants of the study 
relatively early on, none of the participants believed the instructional changes would have 
survived had the same content been delivered in an abbreviated or truncated manner. This 
was supported by the very different experiences of the teachers between the two high 
schools.  
All American High School had committed to building literacy capacity for its 
teachers over several years. When the first year of professional development came to a 
close, the instructors not only had completed a full year of skill development, 
collaboration and coaching, but also knew that focus, training, and support was going to 
continue for several more years. They also understood that the collaboration they had 
begun to build around their students’ data would be ongoing year to year. This consistent 
and sustained approach of building their capacity, both individually and as an 
instructional organization, eventually encouraged each member of the team at All 
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American High School to fully commit to literacy development. Rather than a passing 
fad, the teachers believed that they were part of a changing culture.  
In contrast, while the teachers at National High School also enjoyed a promising 
first year of professional development from Pebble Creek, by the end of the first year, 
there were rumors that district support for the program had already begun to wane. By the 
time teachers returned in the fall, changes to how Pebble Creek professional development 
would be implemented gave further evidence the program was not going to be sustained. 
The two instructors from National High School who participated in this study noted how 
quickly the majority of the faculty involved the previous year fell away from the training 
when it was understood the district was not going to continue with Pebble Creek.  
Developing literacy skills in secondary students is a complex process. For 
example, in 2001, Greenleaf et al. advocated four interacting dimensions of literacy 
learning: social, personal, cognitive, and knowledge building. In their study, Biancarosa 
and Snow (2006) noted five instructional models secondary teachers needed to 
implement in content-area classrooms to improve literacy: comprehension strategies 
instruction, comprehension monitoring and metacognition instruction, teacher modeling, 
scaffolded instruction, and apprenticeship models (p.14). The activities and instructional 
approaches for secondary teachers advocated by these intersecting studies are woven 
throughout Pebble Creek Literacy Labs professional development. The significance is 
that this process is no small undertaking in terms of the amount of skills teachers needed 
to learn and implement daily into content-area classrooms.  
Unsurprisingly, what was common to teachers from both school sites was that this 
pedagogical shift was not an easy transition for any of the participants. Much of what 
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they were experiencing in the literacy training and then implementing in their classrooms 
was contrary to what they had been taught in their credential programs, and/or had 
experienced from the instructional mandates and professional development provided by 
their school districts. Before their literacy training, all the teachers’ descriptions of their 
instructional practices echoed Ritchart et al.’s (2011) findings, “In most school settings, 
educators have focused more on the completion of work and assignments than on true 
development of understanding. Classrooms are too often places of “tell and practice” (p. 
8). This description was typical of the way many of the instructors described their years 
of direct instruction and content-area pacing guides. Thus, the change in their classroom 
environment and instructional delivery once Pebble Creek was implemented was a 
completely new experience for all of the teachers involved. This new instructional 
paradigm required a sustained professional development commitment in order to achieve 
critical mass amongst the participating teachers.  
The importance of sustained professional development, as illustrated by the 
experiences of the teachers at both schools, is reflected in the literature. Chambers 
Cantrell et al. (2009) conducted various professional development sessions with teachers, 
noting that 5 days of intensive training were not sufficient to build the needed 
instructional skill set in teachers. Besides sustained professional development, they also 
advocated consistent time be set aside for teachers to “engage in collaborative problem 
solving” (Chambers Cantrell et al., 2009, p. 90), which they noted as a critical component 
of teacher success.  
Goldman (2012) argued that sustained professional development that went 
beyond simple exposure to teaching and learning, development that transitions into a 
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professional learning community between educators, is needed to increase teachers’ 
instructional capacity. This argument was validated at All American High School, where 
several years were required to permanently change the instructional culture of a 
department and build a professional community of teachers. This commitment was one of 
the key components of their experience: the professional development was not delivered 
in a weekend, or during an afternoon workshop. 
Over time, the teachers at All American High School were able to reach a critical 
mass of instructors who were all willing to work toward a common purpose. Eventually, 
this translated to literal ownership of their professional development as they began to 
build and add to the materials originally provided by Pebble Creek labs. This experience 
was echoed by Chambers Cantrell et al. (2009), who noted professional development 
“that include high levels of collaboration are more likely to produce increased levels of 
collegiality and willingness to infuse literacy into content-area instruction” (p. 90). The 
instructors at All American High School have become a team capable of critiquing each 
other’s practice, assessing their data, and making instructional decisions based on those 
collected data. While they work at one of the most challenging inner-city schools in the 
Sacramento region, they are nurtured and supported by the professional learning 
community that evolved from their sustained professional development and professional 
collaboration sessions.   
In contrast, the experience of the National High School team is reflected in the 
research of Maskit (2011), who noted that professional development perceived to be 
“unsupported by school-district policies” (p. 68) gave veteran teachers substantial reason 
not to invest long term in the professional development. Indeed, the two participants from 
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National High School lamented the loss of the full program after the first year. Both 
noted that by the end of the second year, only the two instructors who participated in this 
study were still implementing the professional development they learned from Pebble 
Creek in in their classrooms.   
Summary 
The data collected for this phenomenological study included interviews from one 
focus group and 13 individual instructors. The captured data were categorized into 
horizons and then synthesized into four emergent themes. These themes included (a) 
participants felt poorly prepared for the instructional needs of students with significant 
literacy deficits, (b) literacy professional development had a profound impact on teachers 
and drastically improved their instructional effectiveness, (c) literacy skills took 
precedence over content-area knowledge, and (d) sustained professional development is 
necessary in order to build professional communities among educators.  
What is evident in this study is how interconnected the themes are: each theme 
builds directly from the previous one. This interconnectedness is especially apparent 
between themes 2, 3, and 4, as was illustrated by the widely different results experienced 
between the two schools. While all of the participants work at two of the more 
challenging urban schools in the greater Sacramento area, one of the schools was able to 
implement themes 2, 3 and 4 with complete fidelity, while the other lost the full literacy 
professional development after the first year. The result is one school has two thriving 
professional learning communities in their English and social studies departments 
committed to literacy development, while the majority of the faculty members of the 
other school have returned to the instructional practices that were in place before literacy 
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training began. This research provides the basis for the conclusions and recommendations 
found in the next chapter and could prove helpful to any administrator or professional 
development agency interested in supporting the professional needs of secondary 
teachers.  
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Introduction 
The purpose of this interpretive phenomenological research was to explore the 
lived experiences and perceptions of secondary teachers who are incorporating literacy 
professional development into their professional practice. The teachers in this study were 
reported by their principals as instructors who successfully completed at least 1 year of 
literacy professional development and are working to integrate that professional 
development into their day-to-day practice. Through analysis of the lived experiences of 
these teachers, this study endeavored to understand the impact, if any, literacy 
professional development had on their approach to classroom instruction. The thick, rich, 
descriptive details of their reflections, observations, and shared experiences offer relevant  
data that could be of value to other secondary teachers, administrators, or researchers 
interested in improving literacy professional development at the secondary level.   
The problem statement of this research held that while administrators of many 
districts and schools have invested in professional development to promote literacy 
instruction at the secondary level, little research has been conducted to understand the 
nexus between literacy professional development and the day-to-day experience and 
instructional practice of teachers. The findings yielded answers to the three research 
questions and are presented in the following conclusion.   
Conclusion 
 The 13 instructors who took part in this research are all highly educated 
individuals, most with advanced degrees, who entered the teaching profession out of a 
desire to have a positive impact on the lives of the young people they would serve and, in 
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turn, society in general. One aspect of teaching that was unexpected for all participants 
interviewed was the extreme literacy deficits of the majority of their students beginning 
the last 4 years of public education. Along with this unexpected need came the realization 
that nothing they had experienced or learned throughout their own educational journey to 
become a secondary teacher had prepared them in terms of meeting the needs of their 
students. They found themselves in a cycle of unrealistic academic demands they knew 
were out of the reach of many of the students that would pass through their hands.  
All participants were candid about the difficulty of the initial journey because 
none of them expected the situations they found themselves in, nor did they originally 
believe they had any significant role to play in the development of literacy skills. This 
candid approach was prevalent throughout the descriptions of their experiences, 
preconceived notions, instructional shortcomings, and personal struggles as they worked 
to meet the needs of their students. Listening to their stories, and seeing the collective 
triumph of the instructors at All American High School in particular, was beyond 
inspirational to the researcher and fills him with hope for other educators who serve 
similar populations.   
How Do Secondary Instructors Who Have Had Literacy Training Describe the 
Nexus Between the Training and Their Day-to-Day Classroom Instructional 
Practices?  
 All 13 participants were passionate about the positive impact of literacy training. 
Because of that positive impact, they had worked to consistently incorporate the literacy 
strategies into their day-to-day instructional practices. While the experience of the 
teachers varied, some having several years classroom experience and others literally 
coming straight from student teaching into Pebble Creek literacy training, all described 
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the dysfunctional dynamic often found in the stereotypical urban classroom. There was a 
sense of hopelessness, frustration, and even anger from those initial teaching experiences 
and toward the credential agencies and/or school districts that left them so poorly 
prepared for what they were facing.  
Equally universal was the immediate change observed by all participants when 
they had implemented the new instructional approach in their classrooms. This statement 
is not to say that implementation was seamless and was executed without challenges and 
frustrations. Participants recalled the first year in particular as especially trying and 
frustrating because, often, what they experienced in their professional development 
sessions did not translate as smoothly as they had initially expected to their classrooms. 
This first year was the time frame most participants noted as their “awkward 
implementation stage,” with both the veterans and the less experienced teachers feeling 
as if they were repeating the student teaching portion of their career. It was also the 
period of time, especially for the veterans, where previous pedagogical beliefs or habits 
had to be overcome. All of the instructors credited the collaboration meetings with Kelly 
Young & their peers between professional development sessions as being critical for that 
professional growth.  
However, despite the ups and downs of learning what was, for many, a radically 
different approach to teaching and learning, the reaction and engagement of students 
made the initial growing pains fairly easy to bear. As all participants agreed, the literacy 
strategies translated to student engagement levels that none of them had previously 
experienced in their content-area classrooms. In addition to the engagement in their 
classrooms, all participants spoke about literacy professional development helping them 
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become more intentional in their approach to teaching and learning. Rather than 
haphazardly pulling an instructional strategy out of a teacher handbook to have kids 
“doing something,” they now understood what approach they should implement 
instructionally depending on their purpose for student learning that day. This change was 
another radical departure for many of the veteran teachers who had endured years of 
“unpacking the standards” and then following pacing guides laid out for them by either 
the text book publisher or their school district. The previous approach to instruction often 
asked very little in terms of participation by the instructors in regard to pedagogy. Often, 
what teachers received was simply a calendar that coincided with the amount of content 
material instructors were to cover by a given date. Thoughtful and purposeful discussion 
about materials to be covered and the best instructional approach depending on students’ 
learning goals was new to all of the participants before they began literacy training.  
 This deeper understanding of literacy development and which strategy best suited 
the skill that was being improved was a confidence boost to the teachers involved in this 
research. They had come from an experience many of them described as a daily struggle 
for survival. Now, years later, literacy professional development had transformed them 
into professional educators with a command of an instruction repertoire and an approach 
to learning they knew was instrumental in promoting and sustaining the academic success 
of their students. Consistently building literacy strategies into their classroom was 
transformational not only for students, but also for the instructors. All participants in the 
study reflected on the direct connection their literacy training has with the state adopted 
Common Core approach to curriculum. As Common Core emphasizes the literacy aspects 
of all content areas, the teachers were confident they were already several years ahead of 
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the approaches being advocated by their districts in relation to their subject area and the 
Common Core.  
How Do Secondary Instructors Describe the Impact, if any, Literacy Professional 
Development Had on Their Beliefs and/or Views of Secondary Literacy Instruction?  
 All the instructors interviewed described a complete transformation of their 
beliefs concerning the importance of literacy development at the secondary level. The 
majority of participants originally believed they had no meaningful role to play in the 
development of literacy skills at the secondary level, believing literacy was something 
taken care of at the elementary level. By the end of the first year, once they had seen the 
impact it had on their students’ ability to interact with text, their perceptions began to 
change. Of the instructors who had some vague notion that literacy would be part of their 
instructional responsibility, the professional development gave them a clarity and focus 
that was previously missing.   
 Another result of the professional development was a growing understanding of 
the differences between literacy development at the elementary level and the literacy 
requirements of secondary content areas. The idea that basic literacy skills were sufficient 
for student success at the secondary level was quickly replaced as teachers’ mindsets 
changed in relation to literacy being “learning to read” to “reading to learn.” The result 
was an acceptance that elementary teachers could not be expected to teach student 
literacy skills that would support students all the way through secondary education. 
Instead, literacy development at the secondary level was seen as the responsibility of 
secondary educators. This distinction may seem simplistic, but it was a fundamental 
change in belief and understanding concerning the needs of students for the majority of 
the teachers who participated in this study.  
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 One of the most surprising results from the data was the overwhelming agreement 
between all participants that teaching students successful literacy strategies was more 
important than content-area knowledge. This belief grew from the experience instructors 
had as they facilitated student access and interaction with text. Being directly involved 
with the day-to-day struggles of students with low literacy abilities opened each 
instructor’s eyes to a very real problem that went beyond their initial love for their 
subject area. It quickly became apparent to even teachers who held the most traditional 
instructional mindset that students who could not effectively interact with text were 
doomed to failure in their content-area classrooms.  
In response to this recognition, developing strong literacy habits became the focus 
of the teachers, especially in the ninth and tenth grade, as a means toward promoting 
student success. Consequently, the content-area materials served to support the literacy 
instruction that was now taking place in the classrooms. The researcher expected, from 
the literature review, that teachers would relate from their experiences the belief that 
literacy instruction could be incorporated into the content-area classroom. What was 
unexpected was the unanimous assertion that teaching literacy skills was actually more 
important than the content being covered.  
 While literacy professional development was originally brought to both campuses 
as a means of supporting struggling readers in the ninth grade, perceptions about literacy 
development changed over time. As the teachers’ proficiency with instructional strategies 
grew, so did their belief in those strategies. This mindset included the belief that literacy 
strategies were the best approach for taking their advanced students deeper into the 
materials being studied. Both schools in the study have an IB program, and several of the 
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instructors interviewed taught both remedial classes as well as the advanced IB courses. 
All the teachers in IB spoke of using the literacy strategies with their advanced students 
as a means of tapping into students’ critical thinking skills in order to give them the best 
possible chance of passing the rigorous IB end-of-term assessments.  
How Do Secondary Instructors Describe the Intersections Between Literacy 
Training and What They Believe to be an Effective Instructor at the Secondary 
Level?   
 All participants of the study asserted they now directly correlate the ability to 
implement literacy instructional strategies and effective teaching at the secondary level. 
One of the primary reasons for this belief is that the instructors who have been through 
literacy training have seen the impact consistent literacy instruction has had on the 
development of their students’ metacognitive skills. The eventual understanding that the 
strategies were as engaging and relevant to students in upper division classrooms also 
reinforced this belief. To the participants of this study, instructors who understand the 
strategies and can effectively and thoughtfully implement them are stronger 
instructionally than their peers who still view the majority of classroom pedagogy 
primarily through the lens of direct instruction.  
 Many of the teachers spoke about having a basic understanding of metacognition 
previous to their literacy training, and had a general understanding of why it was an 
important skill to develop in students. What was less clear to all of them was how that 
knowledge was supposed to translate to actual instructional practices in the classroom. 
This lack of clarity quickly changed as they implemented instructional strategies from 
their professional development that engaged students in a variety of metacognitive 
activities throughout the instructional day. Both teachers and students began to 
150 
  
experience firsthand the importance of metacognition in relation to learning as students 
asked questions, made connections, and captured their thinking as it evolved while they 
were engaged with content-area text. It was the development of metacognitive skills and 
the visible learning it created that led teachers to relinquish some of the instructional 
control of their classrooms, trusting it instead to the students.   
 The second component of literacy training that made an impact on the 
participants’ perceptions of an effective instructor evolved around the collaborative 
discussion of classroom data throughout the school year. Each participant gave multiple 
examples of the qualitative and quantitative data collected to show the positive impact a 
literacy instructional approach was having on his or her students. However, beyond 
simply viewing data to chart student success, the teachers involved with the professional 
development used those data to collaborate, reflect, encourage, and even hold each other 
accountable to high-level teaching practices. Indeed, these attributes were requirements 
of being a positive and effective member of a collaborative team. This team membership 
became one of the most important aspects of literacy professional development and the 
teachers’ perception of an effective teacher and themselves as educational professionals.  
Summary 
 What is evident from this study is that sustained literacy professional 
development had a profound impact on all participants individually and, in the case of All 
American High School, collectively. Teachers believed their instructional practice had 
improved substantially and had both anecdotal as well as quantitative data to support that 
assertion. That tangible aspect of student engagement and success changed the 
perspective of teachers, as all participants advocated for increased literacy training at the 
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secondary level, no longer viewing literacy development as something specific to 
elementary teachers. Nor did they view literacy strategies used in the classroom as 
instructional activities suitable only for remedial students. Instead, the instructional 
practices became indispensable for engaging students of all ability levels in deeper and 
richer interaction with text.  
Finally, the complexity of consistently implementing literacy development into 
content-area classrooms requires schools to create a sustained approach to literacy 
professional development and teacher capacity building. The school that implemented 
this sustained approach gave teachers “real work” to focus their collaboration over an 
extended period of time. The result was the creation of a professional learning 
community of teachers that eventually took control of their literacy program and the 
subsequent professional development required to sustain it.  
Recommendations 
 The following recommendations are developed from the data collected throughout 
this study of secondary literacy. Recommendations are separated into three categories:   
 credentialing programs 
 district and site administrators 
 further research 
Recommendations for Teacher Credentialing Programs 
 Secondary teacher credentialing programs should consider  
 Building a course on secondary literacy into the credential program. A brief 
overview of the beginning stages of literacy should be a component of that 
course (decoding, comprehension, progression), but the majority of the course 
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should cover literacy from the secondary standpoint, with a focus on 
comprehension, fluency, categorizing, analysis, and critical thinking.   
 Connecting the elements of secondary literacy directly to all content areas. 
The majority of credential program classes are composed of students with a 
single subject focus. Future teachers need to understand the importance of 
literacy and its impact on students’ success in their specific content area if 
they are to leave behind the “it is an elementary-level skill” or “the English 
teachers will get to it” mentality. When secondary teachers understand the 
importance of strong literacy skills in their content area, they will fully invest 
themselves.  
 Weaving literacy strategies throughout all courses of the credential program. 
As was noted by many of the participants of this study, a “one and done” 
approach to teaching literacy instructional strategies has no long-term benefit. 
Therefore, opportunities for credential students to be introduced to literacy 
strategies and to practice those strategies should be built into each credential 
class they take, regardless of the content being covered. Most credentialing 
programs are between 12 and 18 months. Those months represent a significant 
amount of time during which credential students could become, at minimum, 
familiar and comfortable with a variety of literacy approaches to instruction.  
Recommendations for District and Site Administrators 
 District- and site-level administrators should consider 
 Investing in a literacy professional development program, one that emphasizes 
practical classroom instructional strategies, for the faculty. The information 
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shared by the participants as well as the literature reviewed throughout this 
study support the assertion that many secondary educators do not possess a 
strong repertoire in terms of instructional strategies. Classroom engagement 
could be substantially increased by diversifying the instructional strategies 
teachers are comfortable using.  
 Going beyond weekend workshops and 1-day webinars. For professional 
development to have any type of lasting impact, it must be sustained and 
supported for an extended amount of time. (This recommendation could mean 
different things to different schools in terms of time required.) While there is 
merit in the weekend workshop as a means of brushing up a skill set, or 
reflecting on new ideas, time is required to help teachers get beyond the initial 
discomfort, and at times outright anger, of changing the classroom dynamic. 
Even a year of sustained professional development, as was evident from 
National High School, is often not enough time to build relationships, create 
trust, and remove the barriers that often prevent teachers from changing their 
instruction practices. Only a program that offers consistent training and 
coaching, for whatever time frame necessary, can change the instructional 
practices of a school.   
 Completely separate the professional development from any aspect of the 
teacher evaluation system. This recommendation is critical in terms of 
building a trusting relationship between the professional development 
provider and the faculty. Many teachers enter any type of professional 
development with a certain amount of insecurity. If faculty perceives the 
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professional development provided is going to haunt them in their formal 
evaluations with administrators, the school site is beginning the professional 
development process by increasing the resistance of many of the faculty 
members. Administrators need to make clear, and continually repeat 
throughout the entire process, that the professional development and coaching 
is there to promote everyone’s instructional growth, nothing more.  
 Building collaboration time into the bell schedule to support professional 
development. Along with strong and sustained professional development, 
teachers need time to meet and work with each other in order to process the 
shared experience. Indeed, while many schools do offer time within their 
instructional week for teachers to collaborate, often that time is unfocused and 
unstructured. Collaboration time that is built around the professional 
development experienced by all teachers gives the faculty a real focus and 
purpose for their collaboration. This time is especially effective when the 
product of the collaborative meetings is then woven into the next professional 
development session. The relationship between the teacher collaboration, 
impact on the classroom, and ongoing support from the professional 
development provider gives real meaning and value to the work undertaken by 
the teachers.  
Recommendations for Additional Research 
 This study focused on the shared experience of a small group of high school 
educators in challenging urban environments working to incorporate literacy professional 
development into the daily instruction approach of their classrooms. The research was 
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undertaken to understand whether or not the secondary instructors believed the 
professional development had a significant impact on their approach to instruction, 
whether or not it had changed their ideas or beliefs of literacy at the secondary level and 
if the training had any influence on what they now considered effective teaching. 
Additional research is warranted to further expand and corroborate the findings of this 
study.  
 This research focused on 13 secondary instructors. Additional studies could be 
conducted to increase the number of participants and allow for comparison of 
the findings.  
 The two schools involved in this research were located in urban settings, 
serving a large number of students who were significantly behind in grade-
level literacy. A similar study on the effectiveness of literacy strategies in 
content-area classrooms that served students in different socioeconomic 
situations would be of value.  
 This study focused on the shared experience of teachers around literacy 
professional development and its impact on their professional practice. A 
study of the same experience told from the perspective of students whose 
teachers were undergoing literacy professional development would add a 
further element to this research.  
 There are many professional development organizations around the country 
that provide literacy training for teachers. A study to determine the 
effectiveness of that training would be invaluable to districts and schools in 
search of meaningful professional development.  
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 One of the most exciting findings of this research was the professional 
community that was slowly built between educators during collaboration 
sessions when professional development personnel were not present. A study 
of the dynamics of that process might help other schools understand the 
elements necessary to support successful collaboration and the creation of 
sustained professional learning communities.  
Summary 
 One aspect of education on which everyone can seem to agree is the need for 
students to be grade-level literate. What is also agreed upon is the alarming numbers of 
students who reach secondary education well below their grade level in literacy. It is a 
phenomenon that has been analyzed and discussed for the past 5 decades, yet the problem 
of grade-level literacy at the secondary level persists. It is a problem that has taken on 
even greater urgency in the past 2 decades as technology has changed virtually every 
aspect of the job market, and adults with poor literacy skills find their options for 
meaningful employment quickly shrinking.  
 What is abundantly clear is that literacy must be a focus for all secondary 
educators throughout all subject areas if the problem of poor literacy abilities in students 
is ever to be reversed. Even high-performing schools have students who struggle when it 
comes to literacy, so the challenge is not limited exclusively to urban or rural school 
systems. What is also clear from the research is that strengthening student literacy skills 
can be effectively incorporated into the secondary classrooms if teachers are given 
adequate and sustained professional development around appropriate secondary literacy 
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strategies. Literacy professional development that is “parachuted in” has little to no 
impact on the daily approach to instruction of most educators.   
While most secondary educators concede the importance of literacy, many are 
also resistant to the idea of “literacy teacher” being added to the list of their 
responsibilities. What was just as clear from the participants who shared their experiences 
in this study, many of whom began the process by resisting that instructional change, is 
that teachers on the whole want to do what is best for the success of their students. As 
Senge et al. (2004) noted, “When all is said and done, the only change that will make a 
difference is the transformation of the human heart” (p. 25). When the instructors 
involved in Pebble Creek Literacy Labs began to see the positive effect literacy 
instruction had on their students, an instructional change of heart took place, and the love 
for their students overcame the love of their content area.   
  
158 
  
LIST OF REFERENCES 
Ahmadi, M., Fallah, V., & Mirzakhani, S. (2011). Effect on non-interactive multimedia 
interactive multimedia learning elementary students. Information and 
Communication Technologies in Education. No. IV. Retrieved from EBSCOhost 
database. 
Allen, K. D., & Hancock, T. E. (2008). Reading comprehension improvement with 
individualized cognitive profiles and metacognition. Literacy Research and 
Instruction, 42, 124–139. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/19388070801938320 
American Library Association. (1989). Presidential Committee on Information Literacy: 
Final Report. Chicago, IL: American Library Association. Retrieved from 
http://www.ala.org/ala/mgrps/divs/acrl/publications/whitepapers/presidential.cfm  
Anderson, R. C., Pichert, J. W., & Shirey, L. L. (1979). Effects of the reader’s schema at 
different points in time (Technical Report No. 119). Retrieved from ERIC 
database. (ED169523) 
Askell-Williams, H., Lawson, M. J., & Skrzypiec, G. (2011). Scaffolding cognitive and 
metacognitive strategy instruction in regular class lessons. Instructional Science, 
40, 413–443. http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11251-011-9182-5 
Barron, R. F., & Stone, V. F. (1974). The effect of student constructed graphic post 
organizers upon learning of vocabulary relationships from a passage of social 
science content. In P. L. Nacke (pp. 172–175). Clemson, SC: National Reading 
Conference. 
Berman, J., & Skeff, K. M. (1988). Developing the motivation for improving university 
teaching. Innovative Higher Education, 12, 114–125. http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/ 
BF00889607 
Biancarosa, G., & Snow, C. E. (2006). Reading next: A vision for action and research in 
middle and high school literacy: A report to Carnegie Corporation of New York 
(2nd ed.). Washington, DC: Alliance for Excellent Education. Retrieved from 
http://carnegie.org/fileadmin/Media/Publications/PDF/ReadingNext.pdf 
Bintz, W. P. (1993). Resistant readers in secondary education: Some insights and 
implications. Journal of Reading, 36, 604–615. Retrieved from ERIC database. 
(EJ462261) 
Bonds, C. W., Bonds, L. G., & Peach, W. (1992). Metacognition: Developing 
independence in learning. The Clearing House, 66, 56–59. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00098655.1992.9955930 
159 
  
Botzakis, S., Burns, L. D., & Hall, L. A. (2014). Literacy reform and common core state 
standards: recycling the autonomous model. Language Arts, 91, 223–235. 
Retrieved from http://www.ncte.org/journals/la 
Breivik, P. S. (2005). 21st century learning and information literacy. Change: The 
Magazine of Higher Learning, 37(2), 20–27. http://dx.doi.org/10.3200/ 
CHNG.37.2.21-27 
Bridges, D. (2009, October). From the scientific to the humanistic in the construction of 
the contemporary university. Keynote address at the International Conference in 
Philosophy of Education, Basel, Switzerland.  
Bridges, W. (2004). Transitions: Making sense of life’s changes (2nd ed.). Cambridge, 
MA: Da Capo Press. 
Brozo, W. G. (1990). Hiding out in secondary content classrooms: coping strategies of 
unsuccessful readers. Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 33, 324–328. 
Retrieved from http://www.reading.org/general/publications/journals/jaal.aspx 
Brozo, W. G. (2009). Response to intervention or responsive instruction? Challenges and 
possibilities of response to intervention for adolescent literacy. Journal of 
Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 53, 277–281. http://dx.doi.org/10.1598/JAAL.53.4.1 
Buckingham, T. (2012). Every teacher an English teacher? Literacy strategy teaching 
and research in the content area of science (Doctoral dissertation). Available 
from ProQuest Dissertations and Theses database. (AAT No. 3509894)  
Burke, J. (2008). The English teacher’s companion: A complete guide to classroom, 
curriculum, and the profession (3rd ed.). Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.  
Cazier, J. S. (2011). A historical view of the impact of a secondary literacy framework 
(Unpublished doctoral dissertation). Retrieved from ERIC database. (ED526328) 
Chambers Cantrell, S., Burns, L. D., & Callaway, P. (2009). Middle and high school 
content area teachers’ perceptions about literacy teaching and learning. Literacy 
Research and Instruction, 48, 76– 94. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/ 
19388070802434899 
Collins, J. (1991). Hegemonic practice: Literacy and standard language in public 
education. In C. Mitchell & K. Weiler (Eds.), Rewriting literacy: Culture and the 
discourse of the other (pp. 229–254). New York, NY: Bergin & Garvey. 
Creswell, J. W. (2007). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five 
approaches (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks,. CA: Sage 
160 
  
Creswell, J. W. (2011). Educational research: Planning, conducting, and evaluating 
quantitative and qualitative research (4th ed. rev.). Upper Saddle River, NJ: 
Pearson.  
Creswell, J. W. (2013). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five 
approaches (4th ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Crockett, L., Jukes, I., & Churches, A. (2011) Literacy is not enough. Thousands Oaks, 
CA: Sage.  
Cronin, M. K. (2014). The common core of literacy and literature. English Journal, 
103(4), 46–52. Retrieved from http://www.ncte.org/journals/ej/ 
Cumings, J. (2003).  BICS & CALPS: Origins and rationale for the distinction. In C.B. 
Paulston & G.R. Tucker (Eds.), Sociolinguistics: The essential readings (pp. 322 -
328). London: Blackwell.  
Curtis, M. E., & Kruidenier, J. R. (2005). Teaching adults to read: A summary of 
scientifically based research principles. Washington, DC: National Institute for 
Literacy. Retrieved from http://lincs.ed.gov/publications/pdf/teach_adults.pdf 
Damico, J., Baildon, M., Exter, M., & Guo, S.-J. (2010). Where we read from matters: 
Disciplainary literacy in a ninth-grade social studies classroom. Journal of 
Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 53, 325–335. http://dx.doi.org/10.1598/JAAL.53.4.6 
Darling-Hammond, L. (2000). Teacher quality and student achievement. Education 
Policy Analysis Archives, 8(1), Art. No. 1. http://dx.doi.org/10.14507/ 
epaa.v8n1.2000 
Den Otter, C. E. (2010). Determining the use of literacy strategies in middle school 
content classrooms (Unpublished doctoral dissertation). Retrieved from 
http://argos.sdln.net  
Deshler, D. D., Palincsar, A. S., Biancarosa, G., & Nair, M. (2007). Informed choices for 
struggling adolescent readers. New York, NY: International Reading 
Association. 
Feldman, H. (1989). The development of thinking skills in school age children. Pediatric 
Annals, 18, 356–363. http://dx.doi.org/10.3928/0090-4481-19890601-06 
Finlay, L., & Gough, B. (2003). Reflexivity: A practical guide for researchers in health 
and social sciences. Malden, MA: Wiley.  
Fisher, D., & Frey, N. (2008). Student and teacher perspectives on the usefulness of 
content literacy strategies. Literacy Research and Instruction, 47, 246–263. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/19388070802300330 
161 
  
Flavell, J. H. (1976). Metacognitive aspects of problem solving. In L. B. Resnich (Ed.), 
The nature of intelligence (pp. 231–235). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.    
Flesch, R. (1955). Why Johnny can’t read and what you can do about it. New York, NY: 
Harper. 
Fullan, M. (2001). Leading in a culture of change. San Francisco, CA: Wiley. 
Gallagher, J. J. (1994). Teaching and learning: New models. Annual Review of 
Psychology, 45, 171–195. http://dx.doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.45.1.171 
Gergen, K. J. (1994). Realities and relationships: Soundings in social construction. 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.  
Ghaith, G. (2003). The relationship between forms of instruction, achievement and 
perceptions of classroom climate. Educational Research, 45, 83–93. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0013188032000086145 
Golden, W. R. (2009). Literacy initiatives and achievement in a high school context 
(Doctoral dissertation). Available from ProQuest Dissertations and Theses 
database. (AAT No. 3357392)  
Goldman, S. R. (2012). Adolescent literacy: Learning and understanding content. Future 
of Children, 22(2), 89–116. http://dx.doi.org/10.1353/foc.2012.0011 
Goss, H. B., Cuddihy, T. F., & Michaud-Tomson, L. (2010). Wellness in higher 
education: A transformative framework for health-related disciplines. Asia-Pacific 
Journal of Health, Sport and Physical Education, 1(2), 29–36. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/18377122.2010.9730329 
Greenberg, J., & Baron, R. A. (2000). Behavior in organizations: Understanding and 
managing the human side of work (7th ed.). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice 
Hall.  
Greenleaf, C. L.,Schoenbach, R., Cziko, C., Mueller, F. L. (2001). Apprenticing 
adolescent readers to academic literacy. Harvard Educational Review, 71, 79–
129. Retrieved from http://hepg.org/her-home/home 
Groller, K. L., Kender, J. P., Honeyman, D. S. (1991). Does instruction on metacognitive 
strategies help high school students use advance organizers? Journal of Reading, 
34, 470–474. Retrieved from ERIC database. (EJ422609) 
Gross, P. A. (2010). Not another trend: Secondary-level literacy coaching. The Clearing 
House, 83, 133–137. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00098651003774844 
Haberman, M. (1991). The pedagogy of poverty versus good teaching. Phi Delta 
Kappan, 92(2), 81–87. http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/003172171009200223 
162 
  
Hall, K., Myers, J., & Bowman, H. (1999). Tasks, texts and contexts: A study of reading 
and metacognition in English and Irish primary classrooms. Educational Studies, 
25, 311–325. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03055699997828 
Hartman, H. J. (1998). Metacognition in teaching and learning: An introduction. 
Instructional Science, 26, 1–3. http://dx.doi.org/10.1023/A:1003023628307 
Hattie, J. (2009). Visible learning. New York, NY: Routledge.  
Husserl, E. (1972). Ideas: General introduction to pure phenomenology (W. R. Boyce 
Gibson, Trans.). New York, NY: Collier-Macmillan. (Original work published 
1931) 
Jacobs, V. A. (2008). Adolescent literacy: Putting the crisis in context. Harvard 
Educational Review, 78(1), 7–39. Retrieved from http://hepg.org/her-home/home 
Joseph, N. (2010). Metacognition needed: teaching middle and high school students to 
develop strategic learning skills. Preventing School Failure: Alternative 
Education for Children and Youth, 54, 99–103. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/ 
10459880903217770 
Joyce, B., Weil, M., & Calhoun, E. (2004). Models of teaching (7th ed.). Boston, MA: 
Allyn & Bacon. 
King, S. A., Lemons, C. J., & Hill, D. R. (2012). Response to Intervention in secondary 
schools: Considerations for administrators. NASSP Bulletin, 96, 5–22. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0192636511430551 
Lawson, M. J., Askell-Williams, H., & Murray-Harvey, R. (2009). Dimensions of quality 
in teacher knowledge. In L. J. Saha & A. G. Dworkin (Eds.), International 
handbook of research on teachers and teaching (pp. 243–257). http://dx.doi.org/ 
10.1007/978-0-387-73317-3_15 
Lemov, D. (2010). Teach like a champion: 49 techniques that put students on the path to 
college. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley.   
Lester, J. H. (2000). Secondary instruction: Does literacy fit in? High School Journal, 
83(3), 10–16. Retrieved from http://soe.unc.edu/hsj/ 
Locke, T., & Cleary, A. (2011). Critical literacy as an approach to literary study in the 
multicultural, high-school classroom. English Teaching: Practice and Critique, 
10(1), 119–139. Retrieved from http://edlinked.soe.waikato.ac.nz/research/ 
journal/index.php?id=1 
Mallette, M. H., Henk, W. A., Waggoner, J. E., & DeLaney, C. J. (2005). What matters 
most? A survey of accomplished middle-level educators’ beliefs and values about 
163 
  
literacy. Action in Teacher Education, 27(2), 33–42. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/ 
01626620.2005.10463381 
Maskit, D. (2011). Teachers' attitudes toward pedagogical changes during various stages 
of professional development. Teaching and Teacher Education, 27, 851–860. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2011.01.009 
Maxwell, J. A. (2012). Qualitative research design: An interactive approach (3rd ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.  
Merriam, S. B. (2002). Qualitative research in practice: Examples for discussion and 
analysis. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.  
Miller, M., & Veatch, N. (2010, November). Teaching literacy in context: Choosing and 
using instructional strategies. Reading Teacher, 64, 154–165. http://dx.doi.org/ 
10.1598/RT.64.3.1 
Moje, E. B. (2008). Foregrounding the disciplines in secondary literacy teaching and 
learning: A call for change. Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 52, 96–107. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1598/JAAL.52.2.1 
Moje, E. B., Ciechanowski, K. M., Kramer, K., Ellis, L., Carrillo, R., & Collazo, T. 
(2004). Working toward third space in content area literacy: An examination of 
everyday funds of knowledge and discourse. Reading Research Quarterly, 39, 
38–70. http://dx.doi.org/10.1598/RRQ.39.1.4 
Moss, C. M., & Brookhart, S. (2009). Formative assessment and learning targets: 
Helping students aim for understanding in today’s lesson. Retrieved from 
http://www.asd.k12.pa.us/cms/lib6/PA01000584/Centricity/Domain/87/Formative
%20Assessment.pdf 
Moustakas, C. (1994). Phenomenological research methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Nett, U. E., Goetz, T., Hall, N. C., & Frenzel, A. C. (2012). Metacognitive strategies and 
test performance: An experience sampling analysis of students' learning behavior. 
Education Research International, 2012, Art. No. 958319. http://dx.doi.org/ 
10.1155/2012/958319 
Noguera, P. A., & Wing, J. Y. (Eds.). (2006). Unfinished business: Closing the racial 
achievement gap in our schools. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.  
Northey, S. S. (2005). Handbook on differentiated instruction for middle and high 
schools. Larchmont, NY: Eye on Education. 
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development. (2005). Teachers matter: 
Attracting, developing and retaining effective teachers. Paris, France: Author. 
164 
  
Pebble Creek Literacy Labs. (n.d.). Pebble Creek literacy. Retrieved November 8, 2014, 
from http://pebblecreeklabs.com/curriculum/literacy.html 
Rainey, E., Moje, E. B. (2012). Building insider knowledge: Teaching students to read, 
write and think within ELA and across disciplines. English Education, 45(1), 71–
90. Retrieved from http://www.ncte.org/journals/ee 
Rampey, B. D., Dion, G. S., & Donahue, P. L. (2009). NAEP 2008 trends in academic 
progress (NCES 2009-479). Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education. 
Ritchhart, R., Church, M., & Morrison, K. (2011). Making thinking visible: How to 
promote engagement, understanding, and independence for all learners. San 
Francisco, CA. Jossey-Bass.  
Rowe, K. J. (2002). The importance of teacher quality. Retrieved from 
http://www.cis.org.au/images/stories/issue-analysis/ia22.pdf 
Rutherford, P. (2002). Instruction for all students: Strategies, resources, rationales (Rev. 
ed.). Alexandria, VA: Just Ask. 
Saldaña, J. M. (2009). The coding manual for qualitative researchers. Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage. 
Sansosti, F. J., Noltemeyer, A., & Goss, S. (2010). Principals’ perception of the 
importance and availability of response to intervention practices within high 
school settings. School Psychology Review, 39, 286–295. Retrieved from 
http://www.nasponline.org/publications/spr/ 
Scarcella, R. C. (2003). Accelerating academic English: A focus on the English learner. 
Oakland: University of California Press. 
Scherff, L., Rush, L. S. (2013). Opening the conversation: The Common Core and 
effective literacy education [Editorial]. English Education, 45, 99–114. Retrieved 
from http://www.ncte.org/journals/ee 
Senge, P., Schwarmer, C. O., Jaworski, J., & Flowers, B. S. (2004). Presence: Human 
purpose and the field of the future. New York, NY: Currency Books. 
Shanahan, T., & Shanahan, C. (2008). Teaching disciplinary literacy to adolescents: 
Rethinking content area literacy. Harvard Educational Review, 78, 40–59. 
Retrieved from http://hepg.org/her-home/home 
Smith, J. A., Flowers, P., & Larkin, M. (2009). Interpretative phenomenological 
analysis: Theory, method and research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
165 
  
Stahl, K. A. (2003). The effects of three instructional methods on the reading 
comprehension and content acquisition of novice readers (Unpublished doctoral 
dissertation). Retrieved from http://dbs.galib.uga.edu/  
Sternberg, R. J. (1998). Metacognition, abilities and developing expertise: What makes 
an expert student? Instructional Sciences, 26, 127–140. http://dx.doi.org/10.1023/ 
A:1003096215103 
Stewart, R. A., & O’Brien, D. G. (1989). Resistance to content area reading: A focus on 
preservice teachers. Journal of Reading, 32, 396–401. Retrieved from ERIC 
database. (EJ383666) 
Stronge, J. H., Ward, T. J., Tucker, P. D., & Hindman, J. L. (2007). What is the 
relationship between teacher quality and student achievement? An exploratory 
study. Evaluating Education, 20, 165–184. http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11092-008-
9053-z 
Sturtevant, E. G., & Linek, W. M. (2003, Fall). The instructional beliefs and decisions of 
middle and secondary teachers who successfully blend literacy and content. 
Reading Research and Instruction, 43(1), 74-89. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/ 
19388070309558401 
Tancock, S. M. (1994). A literacy lesson framework for children with reading problems. 
Reading Teacher, 48, 130–140. Retrieved from http://www.reading.org/general/ 
Publications/Journals/RT.aspx 
Taylor, R., Kilpin, K. (2013). Secondary school literacy in the social sciences: An 
argument for disciplinary literacy. New Zealand Journal of Education Studies, 48, 
130–142. Retrieved from http://www.nzare.org.nz/nzjes.aspx 
Torff, B., & Sessions, D. (2009). Teachers attitudes about professional development in 
high-SES and low-SES communities. Learning Inquiry, 3, 67–77. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11519-009-0040-1 
Underwood, T. (1997). On knowing what you know: Metacognition and the act of 
reading. The Clearing House, 71, 77–80. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/ 
00098659709599329 
VanDeWeghe, R. (2004). What makes a difference in literacy instruction? English 
Journal, 93(3), 75–79. Retrieved from http://www.ncte.org/journals/ej 
Van Manen, M. (1990). Researching lived experience: Human science for an action 
sensitive pedagogy. Albany: State University of New York Press. 
Weil, M., & Calhoun, E. (with Joyce, B. R.). (2004). Models of teaching (7th ed.). 
Boston, MA: Pearson.  
166 
  
Weinert, F. (1987). Introduction and overview: Metacognition and motivation as 
determinants of effective learning and understanding. In F. E. Weinert & R. 
Kluwe (Eds.), Metacognition, motivation and understanding (3rd ed., pp. 1–16). 
Hilsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.  
Weir, C. (1998). Using embedded questions to jump start metacognition in middle school 
remedial readers. Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 41, 458–467. Retrieved 
from http://www.reading.org/general/publications/journals/jaal.aspx 
Wendt, J. L. (2013). Combating the crisis in adolescent literacy: Exploring literacy in the 
secondary classroom. American Secondary Education, 41(2), 38-48. Retrieved 
from http://search.proquest.com/docview/1349322760?accountid=458 
Wiley, J., Griffin, T. D., & Thiede, K. W. (2005). Putting the comprehension in 
metacomprehension. Journal of General Psychology, 132, 408–428. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.3200/GENP.132.4.408-428 
Wiliam, D. (2011). Embedded formative assessment. Bloomington, IN: Solution Tree 
Press. 
Wilson, N. S., Grisham, D. L., & Smetana, L. (2009). Investigating context area teachers 
understanding of a content literacy framework: A yearlong professional 
development initiative. Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 52, 708–718. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1598/JAAL.52.8.6 
Xu, W., Carifio, J., Dagostino, L. (2012). Constructing a metacognitive knowledge 
framework for post-secondary EFL reading teachers’ summarizing strategies 
instruction with expository text: A case study, phase I. Creative Education, 3, 
829–839. http://dx.doi.org/10.4236/ce.2012.326124 
Zimmerman, B. J., & Martinez-Pons, M. P. (1990). Student differences in self-regulated 
learning: Relating grade, sex, and giftedness to self-efficacy and strategy use. 
Journal of Educational Psychology, 82, 51–59. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037//0022-
0663.82.1.51 
Zipperer, F. M. J., Worley, M. T., Sisson, M. W., & Said, R. W. (2002). Literacy 
education and reading programs in the secondary school: status, problems, and 
solutions. NASSP Bulletin, 86(636), 3–17. http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/ 
019263650208663202 
  
167 
  
APPENDIX A: INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE 
Dear (participant):  
 My name is Jim Huber and I am currently a doctoral candidate at Drexel 
University in Sacramento. The title of my dissertation is, “Literacy Instructor: An 
Unexpected Journey of Change for Many Secondary Teachers.” 
 This research will be a phenomenological study of educators who have been 
identified by their principal as having successfully and consistently transferred literacy 
training into their content area classrooms. I hope to better understand the best practices 
of instructor professional development that might be advantageous to other educators 
looking to duplicate your success in their classroom. I have obtained your contact 
information from your site principal and I would like to know if you would be willing to 
participate in my research. I am very interested in your experiences and reflections from 
your training with Pebble Creek Labs, and how you translated that training to your day to 
day classroom.  
 The three research questions that will guide my study are as follows:  
1. How do secondary instructor who have had literacy training describe the 
nexus between the training and their day to day classroom instructional 
practices?  
2. How do secondary instructors describe the impact, if any, literacy professional 
development had on their beliefs and/or views of secondary literacy 
instruction?  
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3. How do secondary instructors describe the intersections between literacy 
training and what they believe to be an effective instructor at the secondary 
level?   
 Your participation is completely voluntary and all the information gathered is 
confidential and will be kept in a locked cabinet in my home office. I will gladly share 
with you all transcripts of our conversations and you would have the right to delete 
anything you didn’t feel comfortable sharing in a dissertation. At no time will my 
research be available to site administrators, nor would any of the data be part of your 
schools evaluation procedures. I am working at two school sites with a total of 12 
teachers. To protect privacy and confidentiality, both schools and all teachers will be 
assigned a pseudonym. 
 I anticipate two interviews for this research study. One interview between the two 
of us and one interview with a small focus group of instructors identified for the study. 
The individual interview should take no longer than 90 minutes and the small group 
interview should take approximately 90 to 120 minutes.  
 If at any time during the research you want to get in contact with me for any 
reason, I can be reached in the following ways:  
 Cell phone: (Provided to participants) 
 Work phone: 916. 635.8460 
 E-mail: jhuber@fcusd.org 
 At the conclusion of our interview I hope you will accept a $20.00 gift card to 
Starbucks, Jamba Juice, or a similar gift as a small token of my gratitude for sharing your 
time with me and participating in this research.   
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Participant’s Agreement 
 I am aware that my participation in this interview/focus group is voluntary. If I 
wish to stop the session, I may do so without having to give an explanation. I understand 
the intent and purpose of this research. I understand that I, and the school where I work, 
will be given a pseudonym for this study.  
 I am aware the data will be used for inclusion in a doctoral dissertation. I have the 
right to review, comment on, and/or withdraw information prior to the submission of the 
data for the final report. If I request to review my interview data I understand I have 
seven working days to provide my feedback or set up an additional meeting to clarify or 
change any of the data I had provided during the interview. I understand the data gathered 
in this study are confidential and anonymous with respect to my personal identity unless I 
specify/indicate otherwise.   
____I grant permission for the use of this information for use in James Huber’s doctoral 
research study. (Please initial)  
I would like to receive a copy of the 
___ Paper, ____ audio recording, ____ transcribed interview, ___ photograph(s)  
_____ I do not wish to review the interviews or data collected.  
I have read this form and, with the understanding that I can withdraw at any time and for 
whatever reason, I consent to participate. 
________________________________ 
Name (Please Print)  
________________________________  ________________ 
Signature       Date  
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APPENDIX B: INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 
Research Study 
Literacy Instructor: An Unexpected Journey of Change 
Date/Time:    ________________________ 
Location:       ________________________ 
Interviewee:  ________________________ 
Pseudonym:  ________________________ 
Research Questions  
1. How do secondary instructors who have had literacy training describe the 
nexus between the training and their day to day classroom instructional 
practices?   
2. How do secondary instructors describe the impact, if any, literacy professional 
development had on their beliefs and/or views of secondary literacy 
instruction? 
3. How do secondary teachers describe the intersections between literacy 
training and what they believe to be an effective instructor at the secondary 
level?  
Interview Protocol  
 Thank you for your willingness to participate in this research study.  I seek to 
better understand what professional development, instructional practices and/or 
experiences help assist content area instructions to consistently incorporate literacy 
strategies into their content area classrooms. 
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 I will be audio-recording all of our interviews and then transcribing them. I will 
gladly share the results with you at any time. The interview questions are as follows:  
1. What subject areas are you credentialed to teach?  
2. Describe yourself as you entered the teaching profession and reflect on what 
drew you to secondary education.  
3. How did you approach instruction when you began teaching?  
4. Describe the characteristics and attributes of an excellent teacher. 
5. Describe the characteristics and attributes of a poor or incompetent teacher.   
6. What areas of teaching would you say are your biggest strengths and what 
areas offer the most challenge?  
7. How would you describe your overall experience of being a secondary 
teacher?  
8. Describe the literacy instruction training you received during your teacher 
credentialing program?  
9. What were your thoughts or ideas about literacy in relation to your subject 
area before your literacy training with Pebble Creek?  
10. How would you explain your role in developing and/or strengthening student 
literacy skills as an English/Social Science teacher before your literacy 
training?  
11. How would you describe your attitude and/or comfort level toward the 
professional development when you first began literacy training?  
12. Would you consider your approach to instruction to be students-centered or 
teacher-centered? Please explain.  
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13. What impact, if any, did literacy training have on how you answered Question 
5?  
14. Describe your experiences when you first began using the literacy strategies in 
your content area classrooms. What changes, if any, were necessary in your 
instructional approach?  
15. What “best practices” have you come away with in terms of literacy and 
learning after completing literacy training?  
16. Would you say that literacy training has made you a stronger teacher? 
Whether yes or no, please explain why. 
17. If you have consistently built literacy strategies into your pedagogy, what 
impact, if any, did you see on student success rates in your classroom? If you 
have not consistently build literacy strategies into your pedagogy what is your 
reasoning?  
18. With the literacy professional development you received there was also a 
quarterly, in class, coaching component. Please reflect on that experience.  
19. Describe your process of instructional design and how you decide when and 
where to include literacy strategies/activities. 
20. What final thoughts or reflections would you like to share concerning literacy 
professional development and its impact, or lack of impact, on you as a 
secondary teacher?   
 As a reminder, your participation in this research is completely voluntary and you 
will be given a pseudonym to protect your confidentiality. All data collected will be 
coded and stored in a secure location at my home office. I will be happy to provide you 
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with a printed transcript of any of our interviews, and I will destroy any data collected if 
you later decide you are suddenly not comfortable with what was collected. 
 Thank you again for your participation.   
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APPENDIX C: FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 
Research Study 
Literacy Instructor: An Unexpected Journey of Change 
Date/Time:    ________________________ 
Location:       ________________________ 
Interviewees:  ________________________ 
Pseudonyms:  ________________________ 
Research Questions  
1. How do secondary instructors who have had literacy training describe the 
nexus between the training and their day to day classroom instructional 
practices?   
2. How do secondary instructors describe the impact, if any, literacy professional 
development had on their beliefs and/or views of secondary literacy 
instruction? 
3. How do secondary teachers describe the intersections between literacy 
training and what they believe to be an effective instructor at the secondary 
level?  
Interview Protocol  
 Thank you for your willingness to participate in this research study.  I seek to 
better understand what professional development, instructional practices and/or 
experiences help assist content area instructions to consistently incorporate literacy 
strategies into their content area classrooms. 
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 I will be recording all of our interviews and then transcribing them. I will gladly 
share the results with you at any time. The interview questions are as follows:  
1. How would you describe your attitude or beliefs about collaboration with 
other educators on campus before literacy training?  
2. How often had you worked collaboratively with other instructors in your 
subject area, or in other subject areas, prior to literacy training and what did 
that collaboration look like? How would you describe it?   
3. Describe your first collaboration sessions together as you worked as a team on 
incorporating literacy strategies into your curriculum and instruction.   
4. What trends or similar experiences, if any, were shared when you came 
together to collaborate around this shared experience of literacy professional 
development and instruction?  
5. Describe any impact literacy collaboration has had on you as an individual 
teacher and/or your day to day instruction in your classroom?  
6. Describe any preconceived notions, beliefs or attitudes that were either 
validated or changed by the literacy collaboration sessions.   
7. Would you say that collaboration around literacy strategies with your 
colleagues has had any impact on you as a teacher and if so, how?  
8. How would you describe the impact on, or engagement of, students since you 
began incorporating and collaborating around literacy strategies in your 
classrooms?  
9. What impact, if any, have you noticed on student performance in your classes 
since you began collaboration around literacy?  
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10. What advice do you have for other schools/districts that want to help their 
teachers learn how to build and consistently implement literacy strategies 
throughout their subject area instructional delivery?  
 As a reminder, your participation in this research is completely voluntary and I 
will use the same pseudonym used in the individual interview to protect your anonymity 
when reporting out the focus group data. As with the one-to-one interview, all data 
collected will be coded and stored in a secure location to ensure confidentiality. I will be 
happy to provide you with a printed transcript of any of our interviews, and I will destroy 
any data collected if you later decide you are not comfortable with what was collected. 
 Thank you again for your participation.   
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APPENDIX D: T CHART 
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